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Mangalacarana 


nama om visnu-padaya krsna-presthaya bhū-tale 
šrīmate bhaktivedanta-svamin iti namine 
namas te sarasvate deve gaura-vani-pracarine 
nirvisesa-Sünyavadi-pascatya-desa-tarine 


Translation: I offer my respectful obeisances unto His Divine Grace A.C. Bhaktivedanta Swami 
Prabhupada, who is very dear to Lord Krsna, having taken shelter at His lotus feet. Our 
respectful obeisances are unto you, O spiritual master, servant of Bhaktisiddhanta Sarasvati 
Gosvāmī. You are kindly preaching the message of Lord Caitanyadeva and delivering the 
Western countries, which are filled with impersonalism and voidism. 


om namo bhagavate vasudevaya 
janmady asya yato 'nvayad itaratas carthesv abhijfíah svarat 
tene brahma hrda ya adi-kavaye muhyanti yat sūrayah 
tejo-vāri-mrdām yatha vinimayo yatra tri-sargo 'mrsa 
dhamna svena sadā nirasta-kuhakarh satyam param dhīmahi 


Translation: O my Lord, $ri Krsna, son of Vasudeva, O all-pervading Personality of Godhead, I 
offer my respectful obeisances unto You. I meditate upon Lord $ri Krsņa because He is the 
Absolute Truth and the primeval cause of all causes of the creation, sustenance and 
destruction of the manifested universes. He is directly and indirectly conscious of all 
manifestations, and He is independent because there is no other cause beyond Him. It is He 
only who first imparted the Vedic knowledge unto the heart of Brahmājī, the original living 
being. By Him even the great sages and demigods are placed into illusion, as one is bewildered 
by the illusory representations of water seen in fire, or land seen on water. Only because of 
Him do the material universes, temporarily manifested by the reactions of the three modes of 
nature, appear factual, although they are unreal. I therefore meditate upon Him, Lord $ri 
Krsna, who is eternally existent in the transcendental abode, which is forever free from the 
illusory representations of the material world. I meditate upon Him, for He is the Absolute 
Truth. (Srimad-bhagavatam 1.1.1) 


vedesu yajfiesu tapahsu caiva 
danesu yat punya-phalam pradistam 

atyeti tat sarvam idam viditva 
yogi param sthanam upaiti cadyam 


Translation: A person who accepts the path of devotional service is not bereft of the results 
derived from studying the Vedas, performing sacrifices, undergoing austerities, giving charity 


or pursuing philosophical and fruitive activities. Simply by performing devotional service, he 
attains all these, and at the end he reaches the supreme eternal abode. (Bhagavad-gītā 8.28) 


yatha kaficanatam yati 
kamsyam rasa-vidhanatah 

tatha diksa-vidhanena 

dvijatvam jayate nrnam 


Translation: Just as bell-metal attains kāficana-tā (gold-ness, similarity to gold) by following 
the procedures of alchemy, similarly by following the procedures of dīksā , dvija-tva (dvija-ness, 
similarity to twice-born individuals) is produced for humans. (Hari-bhakti-vildsa 2.12) 


jayatam suratau pangor 

mama manda-mater gati 
mat-sarvasva-padambhojau 

radha-madana-mohanau 


Translation: Glory to the all-merciful Radha and Madana-mohana! I am lame and ill advised, 
yet They are my directors, and Their lotus feet are everything to me. (Caitanya-caritamrta Adi 
1.15) 


Methodology 


Hermeneutics 


By ISKCON hermeneutics we refer to the discipline and methodology that considers how to 
appropriately study, understand, apply, explain and perpetuate the teachings of guru-sadhu- 
šāstra. Such a discipline comes from the Vaisnava tradition itself. 


Hermeneutic principles used in developing this paper 
Note: These principles are from a Šāstric Advisory Council document on ISKCON hermeneutics. 


e Understanding tradition through $rila Prabhupada, accepting $rila Prabhupada as the 
representative and conveyer of the essence of the tradition and paramparā, in the most 
appropriate way for our understanding and application. 


1 We have used a literal translation here as doing so is pivotal to the reconciliation of paradox and apparent 
contradictions in the specific topic, as explained in the paper itself. 


Hierarchies are present within šāstra and between šāstras. 
Consideration of context, including historical circumstance, is essential to gaining 
šāstric insight. 

e Insight emerges through apt dialogue, and through mediation, resolution, or 
reconciliation of paradox, apparent contradiction, and multiple views. 
The highest truth aims at the welfare of all. 
We understand $rila Prabhupāda's statements by his application of them in relation to 
his mood and mission. 

e Education in šāstra, delivered by the self-realized teacher (guru), helps preserve 
disciplic succession. 


Hermeneutic tools used in developing this paper 


Note: These tools are from a Sastric Advisory Council document on ISKCON hermeneutics and 
enable one to apply hermeneutic principles. 


For each part of this paper, we summarize with the following hermeneutic process, explained 
in the SAC hermeneutic document in the section about concise statements of reaching 
conclusions (the "siddhanta" of a discussion). The practitioner is expected to arrive at the 
conclusion, siddhanta, by following a particular process: 


visayah samšayas caiva 
pürva-paksas tathottaram 
nirnayas ceti siddhāntam 
Sastre 'dhikaraņarh smrtam 


Translation: First comes the visaya (topic of discussion), followed by samsaya (doubt), pürva- 
paksa (hearing one side); uttara-paksa (hearing the other side); deciding in favor of a side 
(nirnayah) and finally siddhānta (conclusive statement). (Bhātta-cintāmaņi of Šrī Gaga Bhatta) 


One may also refer to hermeneutics tool 37 in the SAC materials, where we detail two related 
and slightly different processes. 


Additionally, we have used the following hermeneutic tools: 


Consider Pramāņas (sources of authority) 
Which Text Provides a Higher Level of Authority? 
Consider One's Own Cultural and Individual Perspectives, Along with One's Life 
Experiences 
e We Should Understand Sastra from Many Angles of Vision 


Understanding of Guru-Sādhu-Šāstra is Only Possible with Jive Daya 
Choose the Most Merciful Meaning 

Consider How Srila Prabhupāda Applied His Statements In His Mission 
Refer to Tradition (paramparā) 


Study Holistically and Repeatedly 


Translations 


Translations are generally from $rila Prabhupada, when available. In cases where $rila 
Prabhupada translated the same verse in different ways in various places, we have chosen the 
translation most relevant to the topic at hand. In some cases, SAC members translated verses 
even where Srila Prabhupada gave translations, in order to note something particular in the 
original that is relevant to the immediate topic. When verses are quoted where $rila 
Prabhupada did not give a translation, we may use BBT translations, translations by SAC 
members, or translations appearing in published books by, for example, Bhanu Swami. 
Translations from Šrī Caitanya bhāgavata are generally from Sri Vrndavana dasa Thakura’s Sri 
Caitanya-bhāgavata, Vrajraj Press, 1999, trans. Bhumipati dāsa, ed. Pundarika Vidyānidhi dāsa 


Paper Development 


Members of the Sastric Advisory Council 


Core members: Ādi-purusa dāsa, Bhakti Prabhāva Swami, Brijbāsī dāsa, Hari Pārsada dāsa, 
Nārāyaņī Devi dāsī, Sarvajīta dasa, Urmila Devi dāsī (chairperson) 


Associate members: Bhakti Vijfiāāna Goswami, Caitanya-carana dasa, Drutakarmā dasa, 
Gauranga dāsa, Giriraja Swami, Gopala Hari dāsa, Gopīnāthācārya dāsa, Kanāi Krsna dāsa, Krsna 
Ksetra Swāmī, Rādhikā-ramaņa dāsa 

Secretaries: Kalāsudhā Devi dāsī, Rukmini Devi dāsī 


Please note: 


e Brijbāsī dāsa was on a leave of absence at the time of writing this paper, and so did not 
contribute to discussing, writing, or reviewing this paper in any way whatsoever. 

e Bhakti Prabhava Swami joined SAC on July 30, 2020 and was involved in the paper from 
that date. 
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GBC EC's Reguest and the process for working on the paper 


The Executive Committee (EC) of ISKCON's Governing Body Commission (GBC) first wrote the 
Šāstric Advisory Council (SAC) chairperson on May 8, 2020, to reguest research on the Brahma- 
gāyatrī mantra. After some correspondence to clarify the EC's scope and desire for the research 
and paper, the SAC accepted this service on May 20, 2020. The EC wrote, "The focus should be 
on giving of the brahma gāyatrī and brāhmaņa initiation (for both men and women) and how 
that relates to the Vaisnava tradition." The EC members also wrote that they were interested 
in research into principles and details and that the topic was in relationship to questions of 
implementing varņāšrama. 


First, SAC members held a conference call, required in their protocol at the beginning of a new 
project. Then, SAC started working by email, WhatsApp, and Google Docs. In a Google Drive 
folder, SAC collected a large number of references, interviews, quotes, and other primary and 
secondary source material. Referencing that material, the chair set up a basic beginning 
outline of a paper in a Google doc. Some SAC members wrote directly into the Google doc. 
Others uploaded their writing to the Drive, so that a secretary or the chair would then insert 
their work (sometimes with some summarizing) into the doc. Other members contributed 
through email or WhatsApp and the chair then uploaded their work to the Drive, to later be 
added to the doc. Some members made contributions primarily through the conference calls, 
and the chair or a secretary uploaded those contributions to the online doc. Some members 
also had calls directly with the chair to discuss some delicate or technical points, and these 
conclusions were then shared with the group. There were several drafts of the paper. After 
members worked on the draft, the chair would take the doc off-line to integrate all members' 
comments, corrections, and suggestions and then re-post for further work. Those members 
who were not present on any of the conference calls listened to the recordings of the calls 
and/or reviewed the papers on Google. All members had access to the online drafts for 
proofreading and editing. Rukmini Devi dāsī did the final proofreading, including for Sanskrit 
diacritics, and took minutes of the meetings. Kalāsudhā Devi dāsī organized all the conference 
calls and discussed with each member their desired contributions. She kept everything on 
track. The chair also took minutes of the meetings and did the final formatting and design. 


Consultants for this paper and acknowledgments for help 
outside the SAC 


The SAC often consults with experts outside of the Council, and for this research on the 
Brahma-gayatri the GBC's Executive Committee especially urged SAC to widely engage 
consultants and do interviews. Persons interviewed or consulted with are not included in SAC 
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discussions, nor do they have access to shared SAC emails, Google Drive folders, or Google 
docs. They are not included in SAC conference calls. Persons interviewed for this paper (in no 
particular order) were: Bhānu Swāmī (about the nature of dīksā and to understand the 
sarnšaya(s) and the pürvapaksa(s)); Bhaktividyapürna Swami (in regard to the Mayapur boys’ 
gurukula policy of awarding the Brahma-gayatri to young uninitiated boys as part of an 
upanayanam ceremony); Bhakti Vaibhava Swami (about the Brahma-gayatri and its place in 
ISKCON); Bhakti Vikāša Swami (in regard to his practices in giving of second initiation and 
gāyatrī mantras and his implementation of varņāšrama); Govinda dāsī, Jadurāņī Devi dāsī, and 
Satsvarūpa Mahārāja (in regard to the history of the first brahminical initiation of women in 
ISKCON). SAC members also interviewed Praņava dāsa, [Ferdinando Sardella], head of the 
Bhaktivedānta Research Center, who wrote his PhD thesis on $rila Bhaktisiddhānta Sarasvatī 
(about the initiation practices of $rila Bhaktisiddhanta Sarasvati); Gaura Kešava dāsa (in regard 
to the practices of the Šrī Vaisnavas); Garuda dāsa, disciple of Siddhasvarūpānanda, (in regard 
to the practices of Siddhasvarüpananda); Kundalata dāsī (in regard to the practices of $rila 
Bhakti Raksaka $ridhara Maharaja); Trilokanatha dāsa (in regard to the practices of $rila 
Bhakti Raksaka $ridhara Mahārāja and $rila Bhakti Ballabha Tirtha Mahārāja); Rasarāja dāsa (in 
regard to the practices of $rila Bhakti Pramoda Puri Mahārāja); Bhaktivedānta Bhāgavata 
Maharaja and Narasimha Selvester (in regard to the practices of Srila Bhaktivedanta Narayana 
Maharaja and the dīksā gurus in his organization); Krsnabhiseka dasa (in regard to the 
practices of Srila Bhaktivinoda Thakura and Srila Bhaktisiddhanta Sarasvati Thakura); Gopika 
Devi dasi and Prana Krsna dasa (in regard to the practices of Srila Bhaktivedanta Narayana 
Maharaja); Abhisek Bose, Professor at Calcutta University and a disciple of Shrivatsa Goswami 
in Vrndavan as well as member of the Bhaktivedanta Research Center (in regard to the line 
coming from Gopala Bhatta Goswami and the practice of giving the sacred thread and the 
Brahma-gāyatrī in our sampradaya in general); Visakha Devi dasi [Ramos], disciple in the 
Nityānanda parivara in Vrndavana (in regard to the dīksā practices of the Nityananda parivara 
and other Gaudīya lines in the Vrndavana area); and Malati-mafijari Devi dāsī [Miriam Saha], 
who works with Satya Narayana dasa in connection with the Jiva Institute in Vrndavana (in 
regard to the diksa practices of the Gadadhara parivara, Nityananda parivara, the Manipuri line 
from Narottama dasa Thakura, and other Gaudiya lines both in Bengal and the Vrndavana 
area). SAC especially wants to thank Bhrgupada dasa (Dr. Mans Broo) who did extensive 
research into the dīksā practices of various Gaudiya groups. He interviewed the following 
persons on behalf of the SAC: Pradyumna Brahmacari at the Gaudiya Mission, Manotosa 
Brahmacārī at Rādhā-Govinda Trust (established by Swami B.H. Bon Maharaja), Sri Gurumata 
Jayashree Devi (guru of a Gaudiya Math temple, Guru Prapanna Ashram, Kolkata), Kalakanthi 
dasi (grand-disciple of Swami Sadananda, the only German disciple of Srila Bhaktisiddhanta 
Sarasvati), B.P. Padmanabha Maharaja, and Prabhupada Nityagopala Goswami of the 
Nityananda Variša. Sivarama Swami gave permission to use excerpts from his published book 
chapter on the Brahma-gāyatrī. 
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Record of attendance at conference calls for this paper 


On June 1, SAC held its mandatory conference call at the beginning of each new project. In 
attendance were: Adi Purusa dasa, Bhakti Vijfiana Goswami, Drutakarmā dasa, Gauranga dasa, 
Gopāla Hari dāsa, Hari Pārsada dāsa, Kalāsudhā Devī dāsī, Kanāi Krsņa dāsa, Krsņa Ksetra 
Swami, Nārāyaņī Devi dasi, Radhika Ramana dasa, Rukmini Devi dāsī, Sarvajfia dasa, Urmila 
Devi dasi. 


On June 6, SAC held a second conference call. In attendance were: Adi Purusa dasa, Bhakti 
Vijfiana Goswami, Drutakarma dasa, Hari Parsada dasa, Kalasudha Devi dasi, Kanai Krsna dasa, 
Narayani Devi dasi, Rukmini Devi dasi, Sarvajfia dasa, Urmila Devi dāsī. 


On June 16th, SAC held a third conference call. In attendance were: Adi Purusa dasa, Bhakti 
Vijfiana Goswami, Caitanya Carana dasa, Gopala Hari dasa, Hari Parsada dasa, Kalasudha Devi 
dasi, Kanai Krsna dasa, Krsna Ksetra Swami, Narayani Devi dasi, Radhika Ramana dasa, Rukmini 
Devi dāsī, Sarvajfia dasa, Urmila Devi dāsī. 


On June 23rd, SAC held a fourth conference call. In attendance were: Caitanya Carana dasa, 
Hari Parsada dasa, Kalasudha Devi dasi, Kanai Krsna dasa, Krsna Ksetra Swami, Narayani Devi 
dasi, Radhika Ramana dasa, Rukmini Devi dāsī, Sarvajiia dasa, Urmila Devi dasi. 


While the EC encouraged the SAC to engage consultants for this paper, on June 24, 2020, they 
explicitly requested the SAC to work with Bhakti Vikasa Swami to understand his views on 
applying varnasrama, specifically in regard to the Brahma-gāyatrī mantra. As the SAC wanted to 
give Maharaja’s points and practices deep attention and consideration, a sub-committee of SAC 
members met by Zoom conference on July 6, 2020 for this purpose. Members attending were: 
Bhakti Vijfiana Goswami, Gauranga dasa, Hari Parsada dasa, Kalasudha Devi dāsī (secretary), 
Sarvajfia dasa, and Urmila Devi dāsī. On July 28th, a second sub-committee Zoom conference 
call was held to discuss the results of the interview of Gauranga dasa with Bhakti Vikāša Swami 
and to discuss what further questions and discussions would be helpful to have with Bhakti 
Vikasa Swami. Members attending were: Bhakti Vijfiana Goswami, Gauranga dasa, Hari Parsada 
dasa, Kalāsudhā Devi dāsī, Sarvajiia dasa, and Urmila Devi dāsī. 


On August 14th, SAC held a fifth conference call. In attendance were: Adi Purusa dasa, Bhakti 
Prabhava Swami, Bhakti Vijfiana Goswami, Caitanya Carana dasa, Drutakarma dasa, Giriraja 
Swami, Gopala Hari dasa, Hari Parsada dasa, Kalasudha Devi dasi, Kanai Krsna dasa, Krsna 
Ksetra Swami, Narayani Devi dasi, Radhika Ramana dasa, Rukmini Devi dāsī, Sarvajfia dasa, and 
Urmila Devi dasi. 
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On September 10th, SAC held a sixth conference call. In attendance were: Ādi Purusa dāsa, 
Bhakti Prabhāva Swami, Caitanya Carana dāsa, Drutakarmā dāsa, Gopāla Hari dāsa, Hari 
Pārsada dāsa, Kalāsudhā Devī dāsī, Kanāi Krsņa dāsa, Krsņa Ksetra Swāmī, Nārāyaņī Devī dāsī, 
Radhika Ramana dasa, Rukmiņī Devi dāsī, Sarvajita dasa, and Urmila Devi dāsī. 


On September 24th, SAC held a seventh conference call. In attendance were: Adi Purusa dasa, 
Bhakti Prabhava Swami, Bhakti Vijfiana Goswami, Caitanya Carana dasa, Drutakarma dasa, 
Gopala Hari dasa, Hari Parsada dasa, Kalasudha Devi dasi, Kanai Krsna dasa, Krsna Ksetra 
Swami, Narayani Devi dasi, Radhika Ramana dasa, Rukmini Devi dasi, Sarvajiia dasa, and 
Urmila Devi dasi. 


Limitations 


This paper touches three very big areas of research, which are varnasrama, guru-tattva, and 
what is the proper way to define what are necessary changes and to implement them in our 
society. Those areas require deep research and could be the topics of separate papers. 


Introduction and the questions 


The deceptively simple questions of who has the qualification to chant the Brahma-gayatri 
mantra, and the place of that mantra in our Gaudiya Vaisnava tradition, necessitate opening up 
a wealth of complex yet spiritually enlivening topics. 


These are the questions that this paper attempts to answer: 


1. Is the Brahma-gāyatrī a Vaisnava mantra, the chanting of which is part of bhakti, or it is 
a part of varna dharma? 

2. If persons are sincere in the practice of sadhana bhakti, are they qualified to be initiated 
into the Brahma-gāyatrī, or are there other qualifications? 

3. Is initiation into the chanting of the brahma gayatri based on distinct considerations as 
compared to initiation into other sampradayic vaisnava-mantras? 

4, Is initiation into Brahma-gāyatrī a principle or a detail? 


This paper is first divided into four parts to explore each of those four questions. At the 
beginning of each part we list the topic (visaya), and the questions as above (samsaya). Next, we 
list two points of view (pūrvapaksa and uttara-paksa). We then explain the decision of which 
point of view is correct (nirnayah) and finally, the conclusion (siddhānta). The fifth part of this 
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paper contains our conclusions, including how we used hermeneutic principles and tools to 
arrive at them. That part of the paper ends with our recommendations. 


In Part One we look at the mantra itself—its origins, meanings, and how it's chanted. The main 
purpose of this section is to explore the connections between the Brahma-gayatri mantra and 
the practice of pure bhakti, as distinct from something primarily or exclusively in the realm of 
varņāšrama. The richness and depth of this section establishes the connection between the 
Brahma-gayatri and the Bhagavatam as well as meditation on, and worship of, the Divine Couple 
of Vraja. 


In Part Two we examine who is qualified to chant the Brahma-gayatri. In that section the 
relationship between being a devotee of Krsna and having an external varna designation is 
analyzed, particularly in reference to receiving gayatri mantras. There is a particularly 
important quote from a conversation in this section where $rila Prabhupada states that 
brahminical initiation is given to all serious devotees, regardless of the varna classification of 
their work. Also, of great significance in that section is the explanation of the fact that the 
qualification for chanting the Brahma-gayatri extends to all Vedic mantras. 


In Part Three we discuss gāyatrī dīksā itself. Of great importance here is the account of the first 
time $rila Prabhupada gave women disciples gāyatrī dīksā, including the Brahma-gayatri mantra. 
Different versions of the story have been given over the years, and we did interviews with 
those present as well as referencing audio and documents from that time to clarify details. Our 
research does not support a version of this history that has been used as the main reason for 
various attitudes and policies regarding women in ISKCON. 


In Part Four we explore the very difficult subject of differentiating between principles and 
details. Using that lens, we discuss varnasrama, bhakti, and their relationship. Various learned 
persons in ISKCON have done much research and publishing on the topic of varnasrama and its 
relationship to practitioners of bhakti-yoga. Yet much understanding remains partial and leads 
to very divergent views. While this small section of one paper is of necessity limited in scope 
and doesn't pretend to present full research on that complicated topic, hopefully it sheds light 
on the foundational issues. Of particular note in this section is the sub-section regarding who 
has the adhikāra to introduce changes in ISKCON, to be able to understand $rila Prabhupāda's 
intentions and whether or not he would approve of such changes. In this section one can also 
find substantial descriptions of the variety of practices within the Gaudiya sampradaya, one of 
the main points of interest in the initial inquiry from the GBC's EC. Additionally, the split in 
the $ri sampradāya shows the import of the matter before us. 


The final section, Part Five, gives philosophical and institutional conclusions (concepts and 
application). This section contains a description of how the hermeneutical qualities, principles 
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and tools were used in reaching our conclusions. The four options in the institutional 
conclusions section are the crux of the issue for ISKCON's leaders to consider. Finally, in this 
section we offer our recommendations based on the research. 


In the appendix, we have a section of empirical research from sociologists of religion about the 
interplay of principle and detail, and the effects of that interplay on a religious organization. 


Part One: Understanding the Brahma- 
gayatri mantra 


Hermeneutic Overview of Part One 


1. visaya - topic: The Brahma-gayatri mantra bestows higher qualification upon the 
initiated 

2. sarhšaya - doubt: Is the Brahma-gayatri a Vaisnava mantra, the chanting of which is 
part of bhakti, or it is a part of varna dharma? 

3. pūrvapaksa - one viewpoint: While certain practitioners of bhakti may chant the 
Brahma-gayatri, it's a part of varnasrama and should be applied as a varņāsrama practice 

4. uttara-paksa - another viewpoint: There are ways of understanding and meditating on 
the Brahma-gayatri that are related to the worship of Visnu or Krsna 

5. nirnayah - deciding in favor of a side: Chanting the Brahma-gayatri can also be done 
exclusively as a practice of bhakti 

6. siddhanta- conclusion: It is possible to chant the Brahma-gayatri as part of varnasrama 
or exclusively as a part of bhakti, as well as a mix of both, and $rila Prabhupāda gave it 
to his disciples primarily as a part of bhakti 


The Value of Understanding the Mantra 


Understanding the meanings, origins, nature, and presiding Deity of the mantras we chant is 
an important aspect of our devotional service. As Krsna Himself states in Srimad-bhagavatam 
10.24.6: 


jfíatvajfiatva ca karmāņi 
jano 'yam anutisthati 
vidusah karma-siddhih syād 
yathā nāviduso bhavet 
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Translation: When people in this world perform activities, sometimes they understand what 
they are doing and sometimes they don't. Those who know what they are doing achieve 
success in their work, whereas ignorant people do not. 


It can be a serious matter to avoid such knowledge of our mantras, as explained in 
Bhaktisiddhānta Sarasvati's commentary on Caitanya-bhāgavata Madhya-khanda 18.149: 


The mundane Durgā is a portion of and under the control of Yogamaya. This 
spiritual energy, Yogamaya, has engaged Durga of the material world as her 
maidservant and entrusted her with the service of protecting mantras [footnote 
in the original: This Durga hides mantras from anyone who after receiving 
initiation in krsna-mantra does not chant that mantra, does not worship the 
predominating Deity of that mantra, or does not respect that mantra.] 


It is fitting therefore, to devote some time and care to understanding the nature of the mantra. 
Such is of value for those of us who chant this mantra daily, in addition to being an essential 
part of the questions at hand. 


Brahma-gāyatrī: varņāšrama or bhakti 


In the following sections on the origin and meanings of the Brahma-gayatri, one can easily 
understand that the mantra can be chanted as a form of purification in sattva-guna, as part of 
brahminical varnasrama duties. At the same time, the Brahma-gayatri can be understood as part 
of the arigas of pure bhakti, depending on the mood and intent of the person meditating. As 
Srila Prabhupāda writes in the Nectar of Devotion, chapter 11: “Under these prescribed duties of 
varna and āšrama there are many activities which belong to devotional service in Krsna 
consciousness." 


As explained in the section from $rila Jīva Goswāmī below, the Bhāgavatam is an explanation of 
the Brahma-gayatri, and the Bhagavatam rejects all cheating religion (Srimad-bhagavatam 1.1.2: 
dharmah projjhita-kaitavo 'tra paramo nirmatsarāņām satām). The Brahma-gayatri itself can be 
seen as pure sanātana dharma. 


It is also crucial to keep in mind $rila Prabhupada's mood and mission to spread pure 
devotional service. He only gave eight mantras as part of initiation—the Hare Krsna maha- 
mantra and seven mantras at gāyatrī dīksā (as well as an additional mantra for sannyasis). 
Certainly, he would only give those mantras to his disciples that were part of unalloyed 
devotional service to Šrī Krsna. 
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There may be some confusion and misunderstanding because we often refer to gāyatrī dīksā in 
ISKCON as brāhmaņa initiation. Initiation into the gāyatrī mantras is necessary in order to 
perform angas of bhakti that are also associated with brahmana varna duties in sattva guna, such 
as Deity worship and performance of yajfias. Some bona fide followers of parts of the vast Vedic 
tradition view chanting Brahma-gayatri, Deity worship, performing yajfías, and teaching sastra 
as strictly part of the dharma of a particular varna. But $rila Prabhupāda saw them as part of 
bhakti for serious and advanced practitioners. In other parts of this paper, we discuss the fact 
that $rila Prabhupada established that devotees whose means of livelihood and general service 
could be classified amongst the other varnas still receive gayatri-initiation, including the 
Brahma-gayatri mantra. 


The pranava: omkara 


Omkara is eternal 


The Brahma-gāyatrī mantra begins with the pranava, omkara, and to understand this mantra we 
first need to understand its bija, or seed. 


The pranava is the seed of all the Vedas. This is specified in the $rimad-bhagavatam as follows: 


eka eva pura vedah 
pranavah sarva-vanmayah 


Translation: In the Satya-yuga, the first millennium, all the Vedic mantras were included in one 
mantra — pranava, the root of all Vedic mantras. ($rimad-bhagavatam 9.14.48) 


vedah pranava evagre 


Translation: In the Satya-yuga, the pranava constituted the entirety of Vedic text. (Srimad- 
bhagavatam 11.17.11) 


The Caitanya-caritamrta confirms this fact: 
‘pranava’ se mahā-vākya — vedera nidāna 


Translation: The Vedic sound vibration omkara, the principal word in the Vedic literatures, is 
the basis of all Vedic vibrations. (Caitanya-caritāmrta, Ādi, 7.128) 


This same understanding is also well-rooted in the Upanisads: 
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sarve vedā yat padam āmananti 
tapāmsi sarvāņi ca yad vadanti 
yad icchanto brahmacaryam caranti 
tat te padam sangraheņa bravimy om ity etat 


Translation: O Naciketa! That auspicious conclusion which all the Vedas describe; that 
conclusion which is obtained by executing all austerities; that for which the desirers of 
liberation practice brahmacarya — I explain that to you in brief. That is — om’. (Kathopanisad 
1.2.15) 


$rila Prabhupada's explanation of om, the pranava 


Srila Prabhupāda writes extensively on the pranava, orikara, in his purport to Caitanya- 
caritāmrta, Adi 7.128 as follows. Although this is a long quote, this purport shows how Gaudīya 
Vaisnavas' meditation on the pranava is harmonious with our goal of Krsna prema: 


On the basis of all the Upanisads, Srila Jīva Gosvāmī says that orhkāra is the 
Supreme Absolute Truth and is accepted as such by all the ācāryas and 
authorities. Omkara is beginningless, changeless, supreme and free from 
deterioration and external contamination. Omkara is the origin, middle and end 
of everything, and any living entity who thus understands omkara attains the 
perfection of spiritual identity in omkara. Orkara, being situated in everyone's 
heart, is i$vara, the Supreme Personality of Godhead, as confirmed in the 
Bhagavad-gītā (18.61): i$varah sarva-bhütanam hrd-deše 'rjuna tisthati. Omkara is as 
good as Visnu because omkara is as all-pervasive as Visnu. One who knows 
orhkāra and Lord Visnu to be identical no longer has to lament or hanker. One 
who chants omkara no longer remains a šūdra but immediately comes to the 
position of a brahmana. Simply by chanting orhkāra one can understand the 
whole creation to be one unit, or an expansion of the energy of the Supreme 
Lord: idar hi visvam bhagavan ivetaro yato jagat-sthana-nirodha-sambhavah. “The 
Supreme Lord Personality of Godhead is Himself this cosmos, and still He is aloof 
from it. From Him only this cosmic manifestation has emanated, in Him it rests, 
and unto Him it enters after annihilation.” ($rimad-bhagavatam 1.5.20) Although 
one who does not understand concludes otherwise, $rimad-bhagavatam states 
that the entire cosmic manifestation is but an expansion of the energy of the 


? Regarding the spelling of the pranava in this paper: When the term is by itself, it ends in simple m, i.e., om. When 
it is combined in a samása (compound) and it is not the final term, it ends in m, e.g., omkara. 
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Supreme Lord. Realization of this is possible simply by chanting the holy name 
ofthe Lord, omkāra. 


One should not, however, foolishly conclude that because the Supreme 
Personality of Godhead is omnipotent, we have manufactured a combination of 
letters—a, u and m—to represent Him. Factually the transcendental sound 
orhkāra, although a combination of the three letters a, u and m, has 
transcendental potency, and one who chants omkara will very soon realize 


orhkāra and Lord Visnu to be nondifferent. Krsna declares, pranavah sarva-vedesu: 


"Tam the syllable om in the Vedic mantras.” (Bhagavad-gītā 7.8) One should 
therefore conclude that among the many incarnations of the Supreme 
Personality of Godhead, omkara is the sound incarnation. All the Vedas accept 
this thesis. One should always remember that the holy name of the Lord and the 
Lord Himself are always identical (abhinnatvān nāma-nāminoh [Caitanya- 
caritamrta Madhya 17.133]). Since omkara is the basic principle of all Vedic 
knowledge, it is uttered before one begins to chant any Vedic hymn. Without 
omkara, no Vedic mantra is successful. The Gosvāmīs therefore declare that 
pranava (orhkāra) is the complete representation of the Supreme Personality of 
Godhead, and they have analyzed omkara in terms of its alphabetical 
constituents as follows: 


a-karenocyate krsnah sarva-lokaika-nayakah 
u-karenocyate radha ma-karo jiva-vacakah 


orhkāra is a combination of the letters a, u and m. A-karenocyate krsnah: the letter 
a (a-kara) refers to Krsna, who is sarva-lokaika-nayakah, the master of all living 
entities and planets, material and spiritual. Nayaka means "leader." He is the 
supreme leader (nityo nityanam cetanas cetanānām (Katha Upanisad 2.2.13)). The 
letter u (u-kāra) indicates $rimati Rādhārāņī, the pleasure potency of Krsna, and 
m (ma-kāra) indicates the living entities (jīvas). Thus om is the complete 
combination of Krsna, His potency and His eternal servitors. In other words, 
orhkāra represents Krsna, His name, fame, pastimes, entourage, expansions, 
devotees, potencies and everything else pertaining to Him. As Caitanya 
Mahaprabhu states in the present verse of Sri Caitanya-caritamrta, sarva-visva- 
dhāma: omkara is the resting place of everything, just as Krsna is the resting 
place of everything (brahmano hi pratisthaham [Bhagavad-gītā 14.27]). 


20 


Sandhyā 


Although we loosely refer to Gāyatrī, a more precise term is Sandhyā, indicating junctures of 
the day. In the front cover painting (now at the Ashmolean Museum, Oxford), the center shows 
the combined deity of Sandhya, surrounded by the mantra along the stem. The top left shows 
Gayatri (the presiding deity of forenoon), the top right shows Savitri (the presiding deity of 
noon) and the bottom left shows Sarasvati (the presiding deity of evening). In this paper, we 
sometimes use sandhyā and Brahma-gayatri interchangeably. 


The eternal nature of sandhya 


As explained above, ornkāra is eternal. The Hari-bhakti-vilasa also states the eternal nature of the 
sandhya: 


yā ca sandhya jagat-sütir 
mayatita hi niskala 
aisvari kevalā saktis 

tattva-traya-samudbhava 


=) 


Translation: She who is known as “sandhya” is the fountain-head of the entire universe; she is 
beyond material energy and is non-fragmentable. She is the undivided energy of the Supreme 
Lord and she appears from the combination of the three eternal tattvas. — (Hari-bhakti-vilasa 
3.311} 


In this way, Srila Sanātana Gosvami has explained in the above verse that the sandhyā emerges 
from omkara, which itself combines the three tattvas. 


The definition of the term "sandhya": 


The Brhat-parasariya-dharma-sastra (2.10-11) specifies the definition of the term sandhya: 


divasasya ca ratres ca 
sandhih sandhyeti gīyate 


> Note by Hari Pārsada dasa: There is no commentary by Srila Sanātana Gosvami to this verse. The three eternal 
tattvas are Visnu, Laksmi and the Jiva. These three are denoted by the three syllables of the pranava — a denotes 
Visņu ; u denotes Sri (Laksmi) and m denotes the jīva. This is specified by Srila Vi$vanatha Cakravartī in his 
commentary to Srimad-bhagavatam (10.69.17). The three tattvas do not refer to the Sri Vaisnava terminology of cit 
(jīva), acit (maya) and īsvara (visnu) here because if acit (maya) is one of the tattvas, then it would be contradictory 
to the adjective māyātītā (beyond maya) applied to sandhyā in this very verse. 
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sopāsyā sad-dvijair yatnāt 
syat tair visvam upāsitam 
madhyāhne 'pi ca sandhih syāt 
purvasyahno 'parasya ca 
pūrvāhnāho 'parāhnas ca 
ksapā ceti sruti-kramah 


Translation: The conjunction points of day and night are known as sandhyā. They should be 
worshiped diligently by a saintly twice-born individual, because by doing so the entire 
universe is worshiped automatically. In the afternoon too there is a conjunction of the first 
half of the day with the second half. Therefore, forenoon, noon and evening — this is the 
sequence of sandhyas given in the srutis. 


(As quoted in Dharma-šāstra-sangrahah, page 497. Compiled by Vaikuņtha-vāsī Sri Babi 
Sādhūcaraņaprasādajī. Khemraj ShriKrsnadas Prakashan. Mumbai. 1995) 


The presiding deities of the three sandhyas: 


The three presiding deities of the three sandhyās are listed in the Vādhūla-smrti (117) as follows: 


gayatri nama pürvahne 
savitri madhyame dine 
sarasvati ca sayahne 
saiva sandhya tridha smrtā' 


Translation: The lady named sandhyà is understood to be threefold — (a) Gayatri is the name 
of the forenoon sandhyā ; (b) Savitri is the name of the noon sandhyā and (c) Sarasvati is the 
name of the evening sandhya. 


Srila Jiva Gosvami also lists these three deities in his Gāyatrī-vyākhyā: 


gayaty ukthani sastrani 
bhargam pranams tathaiva ca 
tatah smrteyam gayatri 
savitri yata eva ca 


* Vadhüla-smrtih, critical edition by Dr. Braj Bihari Chaubey. Published by Katyayan Vaidik Sahitya Prakashan, 
Hoshiarpur, Punjab. 2000 
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prakāšinī sā savitur 
vāg-rūpatvāt sarasvatī 


Translation: "Thus, after performing the rites prescribed for the junctures of the day, one 
should chant and remember the Gāyatrī, which is the metrical form of the ukthas (a type of 
recited verse), the scriptures, splendor (bharga), and the life-airs (prāņa). 


This Gāyatrī is called Sāvitrī because she illuminates the sun (savitr). She is called Sarasvati 
because she has the form of speech (vāc). The supreme Brahman is called Bhargas because he is 
that light or splendor. That which shines is bharga. This is stated by many Vedic hymns." 


Meanings, origins, and nature of the mantra 


The Brhad-āraņyaka-Upanisad specifies that the entirety of the Vedas (which includes the 
gāyatrī) has emanated from the breathing of the Lord: 


asya mahato bhütasya nihsvasitam etad yad rg-vedo yajur-vedah sama-vedo ’tharvangirasa 
itihasah puranam vidya upanisadah slokah sutrany anuvyakhyanani vyakhyananyasyaivaitani 
sarvani nihsvasitāni 


Translation: From the breathing of the Supreme Lord emanate the Rg-veda, Yajur-veda, Sama- 
veda, Atharva-veda, Itihasas, Purāņas, various arts, Upanisads, verses, sūtras, their elucidations and 
explanations. (Brhad-aranyaka-upanisad 2.4.10) 


It is also said in $rimad-bhagavatam 2.6.1: 
chandasam sapta dhatavah 


Translation: [The virāt-purusa (the universal form of the Lord)] 's skin and the other six layers 
are the generating centers of the Vedic hymns 


Purport: His skin and the other six layers of bodily construction are the representative 
generating centers of the seven kinds of Vedic hymns, like the Gāyatrī. Gāyatrī is the beginning 
of all Vedic mantras, and it is explained in the First Canto of $rimad-bhagavatam. 


The origin of gāyatrī as the Lord's skin is also stated in $rimad-bhagavatam 3.12.45 (gayatri ca 
tvaco vibhoh) and 3.13.35 (chandamsi yasya tvaci), the latter that Srila Prabhupāda translates as 
“the touch of Your skin.” 


23 


Furthermore, let us turn to Srimad-bhagavatam 2.4.22, which Srila Prabhupada quotes in his 
purport to Caitanya-caritamrta Madhya 8.265, in relationship to the Brahma-gayatri mantra: 


pracodita yena pura sarasvatī 
vitanvatajasya satim smrtim hrdi 
sva-laksana pradurabhüt kilasyatah 
sa me rsinam rsabhah prasidatam 


Translation: May the Lord, the best of the sages, be pleased with me! Inspired by him, at the 
beginning of the kalpa, Sarasvati, whose aim is to reveal Krsna, appeared from the mouth of 
Brahmā and revealed proper memory to carry out creation in his heart. (Bhanu Swami's 
translation) 


Sri Vi$vanatha Cakravarti Thakura’s commentary: “Just as the Lord made the Vedas flow 
from the mouth of Brahma, may he let the description of his pastimes flow from my mouth!" 
That wish is expressed in this verse. Inspired by the Lord, Sarasvati, the form of the Vedas, 
appeared (prādurabhūta) from Brahma’s mouth (asyatah) at the beginning of the kalpa (pura), 
and revealed (vitanvatā) proper memory in his heart. Sarasvati shows (laksaņā) Krsna (sva) as 
the object of worship. The Lord says [Srimad-bhagavatam 11.14.3]: 


kalena nastā pralaye vaniyam veda-samjnita | 
mayadau brahmane prokta dharmo yasyam mad-atmakah || 


Translation: By the influence of time, the Vedic knowledge was lost at the time of 
annihilation. Therefore, when the subsequent creation took place, I spoke to Brahma the Vedic 
knowledge in which bhakti is the essence. (end commentary) 


From the above verse and commentary, it seems that the Lord inspires Sarasvati to give the 
Brahma-gayatri mantra to Lord Brahma. We may then ask about the identity of Sarasvatī. In his 
purport to $rimad-bhagavatam 2.4.22, $rila Prabhupada writes that at this time there were no 
created beings other than Brahma and the "Vedas are therefore called apauruseya, or not 
imparted by any created being.” We may note that Brahmā also received the Gopala mantra 
from Sarasvati, who is described in the Brahma-sarhhitā 5.24 as: tasya divyā sarasvati, which in 
the edition attributed to Bhaktisiddhanta Sarasvati is translated as "the goddess of learning 
Sarasvati, the divine consort of the Supreme Lord." 


? This purport is quoted elsewhere in the paper. $rila Prabhupada quotes the entire Brahma-gāyatrī in this purport 
and says the Deity of the mantra is Lord Caitanya. 
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As explained in Caitanya-bhāgavata Ādi-khaņda 13.21: 


visnu-bhakti-svarüpini, visnu-vaksah-sthita 
mürti-bhede rama,—sarasvati jagan-mata 


Translation: Sarasvati is the personification of devotional service to Lord Visnu. Being 
nondifferent from Laksmi, she eternally resides on the chest of Lord Visnu. She is the mother 
of the universe. 


It is of interest that before beginning his commentary on chapter 87 of the Tenth Canto of the 
Srimad-bhagavatam, Srila Sridhara Svāmī wrote a prayer that begins with vág-isa yasya vadane, 
meaning that Sarasvati resides within the mouth of the Lord (in this prayer, the form of 
Nrsimha). In that sense there may be a connection between the Lord's breathing of the gāyatrī 
and the role of Sarasvati. 


Thus, the gāyatrī is as eternal as the Vedas, manifested by the Lord's own consort, personified 
bhakti. We will explore the various ways the presiding Deity of the mantra can be understood. 


$rila Prabhupada's various explanations 


Deity of the mantra as the sun 


Srila Prabhupada translated the Brahma-gayatri as follows: "Let us meditate on that worshipable effulgence 
of the divine sun who enthuses our meditation." The word-for-word he gave is: 


om -O Lord; bhür — the planetary system; bhuvah — the next higher planetary 
system; svah — the heavenly planets; tat — that; savituh — of the sun; varenyam — 
worshipable; bhargo — effulgence; devasya — of the divine; dhimahi — let us 
meditate; dhiyah —meditation; yah — who; nah — us; pracodayat — enthuses; 


Here, $rila Prabhupada explains the Brahma-gayatri as sun worship on a morning walk — May 
7,1975, Perth: 


Mountains. [pause] ...it is said that sun is the source of everything within this 
universe. Maintenance of all living entities. It is the origin. The source within 
the universe is the sun. So therefore this Gayatri mantra is worshiping the sun, 
om bhür bhuvah svah tat savitur varenyam bhargo devasya dhimahi. 
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And in his purport to Šrīmad-bhāgavatam 5.16.1 he writes: “In the Gayatri mantra, we chant om 
bhür bhuvah svah. The word bhür refers to Bhü-mandala. Tat savitur varenyam: the sunshine 
spreads throughout Bhü-mandala. Therefore, the sun is worshipable." 


Krsna says in Srimad-bhagavatam 11.11.13 that worship of the sun is required: 


sūrye tu vidyaya trayya 
havisagnau yajeta mam 


Translation: [My dear Uddhava], one should worship Me within the sun by chanting selected 
Vedic mantras and by performing worship and offering obeisances. 


The word yajeta is a vidhi-lin—an injunction of the imperative mood and is thus a rule.* 


Srila Prabhupāda writes about the relationship between the Brahma-gāyatrī and the universe 
in his purport to Srimad-bhagavatam 5.21.12 as follows: “Thus the chariot of the sun-god, which 
is trayimaya, or worshiped by the words om bhür bhuvah svah, travels through the four 
residences mentioned above at a speed of 3,400,800 yojanas in a muhürta." 


The abovementioned verse describes the motion of the sun in its yearly orbit (Srimad- 
bhāgavatam 5.20.30, Šrīmad-bhāgavatam 5.21.7), which takes place in one plane. The Gayatri 
mantra, on the other hand, refers to the three planetary systems, bhür, bhuvah, and svah, which 
are planes situated at successive vertical elevations. Sadaputa dāsa (Dr. Richard L. Thompson) 
gives a summary description of this vertical dimension: 


...We have discussed the plane of Bhü-mandala, and we have largely confined our 
attention to the two-dimensional region of space that this plane defines. In addition to 
this plane, which we can think of as horizontal, Vedic cosmology also has a vertical 
dimension... 


Along this vertical direction, the universe is divided into three and also fourteen 
subdivisions. The three subdivisions are called the three worlds: lower, middle, and 
upper. These worlds are often referred to by the names Bhüh, Bhuvah, and Svah, as 
well as the names Pātāla, Martya, and Svarga ($rīmad-bhāgavatam 3.11.28 purport). 
However, these two sets of names are not synonymous. Svah and Svarga both denote 
the realm of the demigods, which lies above Bhü-mandala. Bhüh or Bhürloka refers to 
the earthly planetary system, including Bhü-mandala and this earth (SB 4.20.35 
purport), and Bhuvah or Bhuvarloka refers to a planetary system lying between Bhüh 


* Srila Prabhupada explains it sometimes as an imperative, and it certainly has an imperative force, to the extent 
that 'if you want x result, you must perform y'. As a vidhi-lin optative, it can also be technically more in the realm 
of desire or intention than compulsion. 
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and Svar (Srimad-bhagavatam 2.5.40 purport). Apparently, human beings live in both the 
Bhüh and Bhuvah systems (Srimad-bhagavatam 1.9.45 purport). 


—Richard L. Thompson, Vedic Cosmography and Astronomy, Los Angeles, BBT, 1989, p. 83 
The three parts of the gāyatrī mantra are described in $rimad-bhagavatam 5.9.5 in this way: 
vyahrtibhih sapranava-siras tripadīm sāvitrīm 


Synonyms: vyahrtibhih—the utterance of the names of the heavenly planets (bhüh, bhuvah, 
svah); sa-pranava-sirah—headed by ornkara; tri-padim—three-footed; sāvitrīm—the Gayatri 
mantra 


Savitri Devi is one of the three Sandhya deities, namely the deity of the noon juncture, when 
the sun is brightest, and also relates to Savitr, the sun. Here referring to the mantra as savitrim 
highlights the fact that this mantra focuses on that source of light and enlightenment. 
Vyahrtibhih means the planetary systems. The sages divide the planets and stars in the 
universe into groups of 14 or 3 or sometimes 7. In gāyatrī they are divided into three: bhūr 
bhuvah svah: Earth, the heavenly planets, and the planets of the sages. Sometimes the ācāryas 
explain that these three divisions are elements of our own embodiment. As the mystic yogis 
know, the universal body exists in a microcosm in our own body. Just like the universe is the 
body of Lord Brahma, we have, also, a little universe in our own body. Sometimes bhūr is 
considered the gross body, bhuvah the mind, and svah the intelligence. Then the next word in 
this verse is sa meaning “with”, and then the words pranava-siras. Siras means head or chief, 
and pranava indicates orhkāra. The word pranava is understood as a joining of pra and nu. The 
simplest meaning of nu is simply to make a sound. The prefix pra- has a sense something like 
"forth". So, pranava would be the bringing forth of a sound, especially a humming or droning 
sound. Since "om" is, in one sense, the most fundamental sound, it is called pranava. However, 
because there could be many essential sounds, om is here referred to as the pranava-siras, the 
chief of all sounds. Then tripadim means three steps or three feet. In fact, gayatri indicates that 
meter used in poetry. If you count the syllables in the rest of the Brahma-gayatri, it may seem 
that the first of the three main lines has seven, however counting the final rn of varenyam as a 
short syllable it is eight. The total structure of the Brahma-gayatri, therefore, is the chief of all 
sounds, om, and then the names of the three planetary systems, with the core of the gayatri 
mantra three lines of eight syllables each. When the verse refers to the mantra as tri-padim 
("three-footed"), each of these eight-syllable lines is one of the padas ("feet"). 
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Deity of the mantra as Lord Nārāyaņa 


In his purport to Srīmad-bhāgavatam 5.7.13 Srila Prabhupada explains that the worshipable 
Deity of the mantra is Lord Narayana: 


The predominating Deity within the sun is Hiranmaya, Lord Narayana. He is 
worshiped by the Gayatri mantra: om bhür bhuvah svah tat savitur varenyam bhargo 
devasya dhimahi. He is also worshiped by other hymns mentioned in the Rg Veda, 
for instance: dhyeyah sadā savitr-mandala-madhya-varti. Within the sun, Lord 
Narayana is situated, and He has a golden hue. 


As $rila Prabhupāda writes regarding the Deity of the sun in his purport to $rimad- 
bhagavatam 5.23.3: 


All the demigods are living entities who have been appointed to their various 
posts as the masters of the moon, the earth, Venus and so on because of their 
great service and pious acts. Only the predominating deity of the sun, Sürya 
Narayana, is an incarnation of the Supreme Personality of Godhead. 


As $rila Prabhupāda explained in a Room Conversation with Allen Ginsberg — May 14, 
1969, Columbus, Ohio: 


He is incarnation of Narayana, Sūrya-nārāyaņa. He is powerful. He is driving in 
four horses. He has got chariot of four horses and very powerful. Yac-caksur esa 
savitā. [Brahma-samhita 5.52] Savitā, his name is Savitā. The Gayatri mantra is om 
bhür bhuvah svah tat savitur varenyam bhargo devasya dhimahi. That is worshiping 
the sun-god. 


Surya Narayana and Gaudīya Vaisnava meditation 


We note that, while $rila Prabhupāda gave various explanations about the Deity of the 
Brahma-gayatri mantra, in the main translation he gave to all disciples he translated "savituh — 
of the sun." If we take the Deity of the Brahma-gayatri to be Surya Narayana, there are many 
ways in which we can understand our meditation to enrich our practices and goal of prema for 
Krsna, rather than as a mantra related primarily to brahmanas in varnasrama. 


In terms of sadhana, in the Bhagavatam we find that great Vaisnava saints such as Bharata 
regularly meditated on a mantra for Surya Narayana. Srimad-bhagavatam 5.7.13-14: 


Mahārāja Bharata worshiped Lord Narayana by chanting the hymns given in the 
Rg Veda, and he recited the following verse as the sun rose. 
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paro-rajah savitur jāta-vedo 
devasya bhargo manasedam jajana 
suretasadah punar avisya caste 
hamsam grdhranam nrsad-ringirām imah 


Translation: "The Supreme Personality of Godhead is situated in pure goodness. He 
illuminates the entire universe and bestows all benedictions upon His devotees. The Lord has 
created this universe from His own spiritual potency. According to His desire, the Lord entered 
this universe as the Supersoul, and by virtue of His different potencies He is maintaining all 
living entities desiring material enjoyment. Let me offer my respectful obeisances unto the 
Lord, who is the giver of intelligence." 


Our Gaudīya Vaisnava meditation on Surya Narayana can be a stimulus to meditation on 
Krsna's divine līlā. As we elaborate below, $rimati Radharani worships the sun daily. She is also 
given shelter by the sun, who brings her to Krsna in Dvaraka. And the sun is the father of the 
Yamuna, who also appears as Visakha-gopi. 


Many of our Vaisņava ācāryas discuss the fact that $rimati Radharani regularly worships the 
sun as part of transcendental līlā to obtain the favor of Krsna. As explained by Krsnadasa 
Kavirāja in his Kunkumakta Kaficanabja Sri Radhikastaka, verse 2: 


krsņa-nitya-sangamārtha-padma-bandhu-rādhikā 


Translation: She worships the sun-god daily in order to attain the continual association of 
Her beloved Krsna. 


In Rüpa Gosvami’s Lalita Madhava scene 1, text 32, there is more explanation of $rimati 
Radharani's relationship with the sun: “Narada: To his friend, childless Satrajit who, praying 
for undying wealth and the best child, worshiped him with all his heart, the sun-god gave two 
gifts: the jewel of the invincible Sankhacūda demon, and the younger girl (Sri Radha), who is 
now known by the name Satyabhama.” 


Regarding Visakha-gopi, in his commentary on Sri Manah Siksa, verse 9, Srila Bhaktivinoda 
Thakura writes: 


Vidyabhisana cited the following verse to confirm that the river Yamuna is a 
non-different manifestation of Sri Višākhā: 


visakhorasi ya visnor 
yasyām visnur jalātmani 
nityam nimajjati pritya 
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tam saurim yamunam stumah 


Translation: We offer prayers to the daughter of Sürya (the sun god), the 
Yamunā River, where Lord Visnu [Krsna] sports with delight in her waters, and 
whose spiritual body is Visākhā. (Commentary on Yamunāstakam, Verse 1) 


Vidyabhüsana further remarks on the above verse as follows: 


visakha yamuna-vapur iti vicarena 
yamunā-stutyā tat-stutir, iti vidyabhusanah 


Translation: Sri Visakhà is considered to be the spiritual body of the Yamuna. Thus by humbly 
offering prayers to the Yamuna, one automatically offers prayers and worship to $ri Višākhā. 


By contemplation on the role of Surya Narayana in Krsna's lilas in Vrndavana and Dvaraka, a 
Gaudīya Vaisnava can enrich meditation on the Brahma-gayatri in daily practice. 


Deity of the mantra as $ri Caitanya Mahaprabhu 


Srila Prabhupāda gives another explanation of the word savitur in his purport to Caitanya- 
caritamrta Madhya 8.265 as follows: 


Here Sri Rāmānanda Raya admits that Sri Caitanya Mahāprabhu is the 
Supersoul. It is the Supersoul that inspires the devotee; therefore He is the 
original source of the Gayatri mantra, which states, om bhür bhuvah svah tat 
savitur varenyam bhargo devasya dhimahi dhiyo yo nah pracodayat. Savita is the 
original source of all intelligence. That Savita is Lord Caitanya Mahaprabhu. 


Deity of the mantra as Krsna 


In this letter to Mandali Bhadra dated 2 November, 1969, $rila Prabhupada explains that the 
mantra is a meditation on Krsna: 


The meaning of the first Mantra is "I meditate on the sun-god who is 
maintaining the three worlds." Savitur is the name of the sun-god, but the 
greatest savitur is Krsna. Therefore, it is meditation on Krsna who is the master 
of all the cosmic manifestation. 
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$rila Jiva Gosvāmī's Explanation of the Gāyatrī Mantra in 
Relation to the Srimad-bhagavatam 


Some Initial Context 


The word dhimahi at the very end of the first verse is a clear indication to most commentators 
that the Srimad-bhagavatam intends to explicate the meaning of the Gayatri. After all, is not the 
proper classical form for the first-person plural optative dhyayema? Furthermore, one of the 
final verses of the Purāņa (12.13.19) also ends with dhimahi, signifying that the entire text was 
expounding on the Gāyatrī. 


Šrī Madhvācārya quotes a verse from the Garuda Purāņa ascribing the meaning of the Gāyatrī to 
the Srimad-bhagavatam, and Srila Jiva Gosvāmī quotes this same verse in the Tattva-sandarbha 
(anuccheda 21): 


artho ’yam brahma-sūtrāņām bharatartha-vinirnayah 
gayatri-bhasya-rüpo ‘sau vedartha-paribrmhitah 
purananam sāma-rūpah sāksād bhagavatoditah 

dvadasa-skandha-yukto ’yam šata-viccheda-sarnyutah 

grantho ’stadasa-sahasrah srimad-bhagavatabhidhah 


Translation: This ($rimad-bhagavatam) is the meaning of the Brahma-sütras and determines the 
meaning of the (Mahā)Bhārata. It is a commentary on the Gayatri and it is reinforced by the 
meaning of the Veda. It is the essence of the Puranas, and it is directly spoken by Bhagavan. It 
has twelve books, a hundred divisions, eighteen thousand verses, and the name “Srimad- 
bhagavatam.” (Bhagavata-tatparya-nirnaya 1.1.1, p. 4)’ 


Sri Sridhara Svami quotes verses from two other Puranas in this regard: 


dhimahiti gāyatryā prarambhena ca gāyatry-ākhya-brahma-vidyā-rūpam etat 
puranam iti daršitam. yathoktam matsya-purāņe purana-dana-prastave 
“yatradhikrtya gayatrim varnyate dharma-vistarah. vrtrasura-vadhopetam tad 
bhagavatam isyate.” 


Translation: "Dhimahi" —by beginning with the Gayatri, it is shown that this Purana consists of 
that Brahman-knowledge called Gayatri. As it is said in the Matsya Purana, during the 
discussion of donating a Purana, “That text which begins with the Gayatri, which describes all 


’ This verse is also quoted in Caitanya-caritamrta Madhya 25.143-4. 
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the details of dharma, and which has (the story of) the killing of Vrtrāsura is called the 
Bhāgavatam.” 


The phrase yatrādhikrtya gāyatrīm is also found in the Agni Purana (272.6), to which $rila Jīva 
Gosvāmī credits the verse when he guotes it in the Paramātma-sandarbha (105). Continuing Šrī 
Sridhara Svami's commentary on Srimad-bhagavatam 1.1.1: 


puranantare ca "grantho 'stadasa-sahasro dvadasa-skandha-sammitah. 
hayagrīva-brahma-vidyā yatra vrtra-vadhas tatha. gāyatryā ca samarambhas 
tad vai bhāgavatam viduh." 


Translation: ... And in another Purana, "That book which has eighteen thousand verses and 
twelve books, where the Brahman-knowledge of Hayagriva and the killing of Vrtra are 
described, and which begins with the Gayatri—the wise know it as the Bhagavatam." (Bhavartha- 
dipikà 1.1.1) 


$rila Jīva Gosvāmī reads vadhotsiktam (drenched with the killing of Vrtra) in place of 
vadhopetam. 


$ri $ridhara Svami also says: 


tat tu hrda manasaiva tene vistrtavan. anena buddhi-vrtti-pravartakatvena 
gayatry-artho darsitah 


He says the line "tene brahma hrdā ya ādi-kavaye,” ("he revealed the Veda to the first sage 
through the heart") elucidates the meaning of the Gāyatrī. The Gāyatrī is a prayer asking the 
Lord to inspire the intelligence, and the first being to be thus inspired was Brahma. Since he 
received the four-verse Bhagavatam at the beginning of creation, the Srimad-bhagavatam can be 
considered a form of the Gāyatrī. 


$rla Jīva Gosvāmī follows Sri $ridhara Svāmī closely in this discussion, repeating all of his 
quotations from other Purāņas. In particular, $rila Jīva Goswāmī seizes the phrase 
“yatradhikrtya gāyatrīm” ("that text which is based on the Gayatri”), and attempts to show that 
both the Gayatri and the Srimad-bhagavatam have Bhagavan as their primary subject matter. 
The Gayatri is the root-text, he argues, from which the Srimad-bhagavatam arises and upon 
which it comments. Jiva explains the meaning of the Gayatri twice in the Bhagavata-sandarbha: 
first in the Tattva-sandarbha, and then in our passage at the end of the Paramatma-sandarbha. In 
both places, he quotes a series of verses from the Agni Purana that explains the Gayatri word- 
by-word. Only in the Paramātma-sandarbha, however, does he make an explicit correlation with 
the first verse of the $rimad-bhagavatam. We may tabulate his scheme as follows: 
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Gāyatrī First Verse of the Bhāgavatam 
om janmādy asya yatah 

bhūr bhuvah svah tat yatra trisargo 'mrsà 

savitr svarāt 

varenyam bhargah param 

dhīmahi dhīmahi 

dhiyo yo nah pracodayāt tene brahma hrda yah 


Radhamohana Tarkavacaspati, a Gaudiya commentator from the eighteenth century, gives a 
different schema in his commentary on the Tattva Sandarbha. The correlations are as follows: 


savituh - janmady asya yatah; varenyam - param; bhargah - satyam; devasya - 
svarat; dhimahi - dhimahi; and dhiyo yo nah pracodayat - tene brahma hrda ya 
ādi-kavaye.* 


The Meaning of the Gāyatrī from the Paramātma-sandarbha of 
Šrīla Jīva Gosvāmī 


We now turn to Srila Jiva Gosvami's commentary on the Gayatri mantra, found near the end of 
Paramātma-sandarbha (anuccheda 105): 


In the same way, the meaning of the Gāyatrī is also clear. In the verse, the 
phrase janmādy asya yatah is the meaning of the pranava (omkāra), because it 
denotes Brahman’s possessing the energies of creation, etc.’ So it is said in the 
commentary on the Gayatri in the Agni Purana 216.7, "That light is Bhagavan 
Visnu, the cause of the birth, etc., of the universe.” Yatra trisargo 'mrsà is the 
meaning of the three vyāhrtis.* The intention in both places (janmady asya yatah 
and yatra trisargo 'mrsá) is to convey the idea that the three worlds are non- 
different from that (tat, Brahman). Svarāt denotes the supreme splendor that 
illuminates the sun (savitr). Tene brahma hrdā indicates a prayer for inspiring the 
activity of the intelligence. "Out of compassion, may he inspire the activities of 
our intelligence toward meditation upon him."" Thus, it is said, 


* Joshi R.V., (1964) “The First Verse of the Bhāgavata-Mahāpurāņa” Purana. 6(2), p.387 

? Patrick Olivelle’s translation of verses 1-2 of Mandukya Upanisad: “The whole world is said to come from Brahman 
in the form of omkara, and orhkāra constitutes the world. As the Māņdūkya puts it, 'om—this whole world is that 
syllable! ... The past, the present, and the future—all that is simply om; and whatever else that is beyond the three 
times, that also is simply om—for this Brahman is the Whole.” 

10 The three vyāhrtis comprise the invocatory phrase, "bhüh bhuvah svah,” which names the trisarga, or three 
realms of the universe. 

! Thus, tene brahma hrdā explains “dhiyo yo nah pracodayāt” in the Gayatri. 
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“Commencement takes place with the Gāyatrī.” And that splendor which is 
mentioned in the Gāyatrī, and confirmed by "antas tad-dharmopadešāt,” 
[Vedānta-sūtra 1.1.20] and which possesses a primeval and infinite form, should 
alone be the object of meditation. So also, we have the statements of the Agni 
Purāņa, in order: 


Thus, after performing the rites prescribed for the junctures of 
the day, one should chant and remember the Gayatri—which is 
the metrical form of a type of recited verse, the ukthas; the 
scriptures; splendor (bharga); and the life-airs (prāņa). 


This Gayatri is called Savitri because she illuminates the sun 
(savitr). She is called Sarasvati because she has the form of 
speech (vac). The supreme Brahman is called Bhargas because he 
is that light or splendor. That which shines is bharga. This is 
stated by many Vedic hymns. 


Varenyam is what is superior to all splendor, namely, the 
supreme abode. 


"Indeed, it is always desirable, both for those who want heaven 
and for those who want liberation. 


It is devoid of the waking, sleeping, and other states of 
consciousness. The root vrn has the sense of 'choosing' 
(varanam). 


Thinking ‘I am Brahman, for liberation we should meditate on 
the supreme light, the eternally pure, enlightened, single, 
eternal splendour (bharga), the supreme master. 


That light is Bhagavan Visnu, the cause of the birth, etc., of the 
universe. 


Some declared it to be Siva, some the form of Sakti, some Sūrya, 
some Agni, and some—the agnihotris—declare it to be the 
Daivatas. Indeed, Visnu assumes the form of Agni and the others. 
He is praised at the beginning of the Vedas as Brahman. 


12 This is a line from the second quotation by Sri $ridhara Svāmī above. 


34 


The supreme abode of Visņu, who is God (deva) Savitr, is called 
‘tat.’ 


‘Dhimahi,’ from the root ‘dha,’ means, ‘Let us carry it with the 
mind. 


May that splendor (bhargas)—namely, Visņu, who has the form 
of Sürya and Agni—inspire (codayāt) the intelligence (dhi) of us 
(nah)—all the living entities, who are experiencing the seen and 
unseen results of all our activities. Directed by the Lord, one 
goes either to heaven or hell. 


This entire universe, beginning with unmanifest matter (mahat), 
is possessed by the Lord. Hari, God, the pure purusa and master, 
plays by creating, etc. 


Through meditation, this purusa should be seen in the orb of the 
sun. 


That supreme abode of God Visnu, Savitr, is true, vast, and 
always auspicious. Indeed, it is the desirable fourth state. 


That purusa who is Aditya (the sun god), who always induces 
people's good actions, etc.—I am he, the most excellent." (Agni 
Purāņa 216.1-18) 


That text which is based on the Gāyatrī, which describes all the 
details of dharma, and which is drenched with the killing of 
Vrtrāsura is called the Bhāgavatam.” (Agni Purāņa 272.6; guoted 
by $ri $ridhara Svāmī above) 


And so on. 
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Therefore, because the words “bhargas,” “Brahman,” “para,” Visnu,” and 
"Bhagavan" are all of the same category, wherever they are used in these verses, 
they should be understood to refer to Bhagavan. Here and there, 
ahamgrahopāsanā (meditation of the form "I am Brahman") is enjoined. This is 
due to the reason that one becomes qualified to worship the Lord only when one 
has attained some similarity to him. ($rila Jiva Goswāmī gives more explanation 


of the Agni Purāņa verses in the Tattva-sandarbha, anuccheda 22) 


Swami B. R. $ridhar's Explanation of the Meaning 


Among the followers of $rila Bhaktisiddhanta Sarasvati Thākura, including ISKCON leaders and 


scholars who have studied the Brahma-gāyatrī, this explanation that $rila Prabhupada's 
godbrother, Swami B.R. Sridhar, gave, is well-known. We include it here to give a complete 
picture of the way the mantra can be understood and to comply with the GBC's request to 


research within the Gaudīya sampradāya as a whole. 


After engaging in the daily practice of chanting the Gayatri mantra 432 times, $rila 


Prabhupada's beloved godbrother Swami B. R. $ridhar wrote a Sanskrit verse glorifying $ri 


Gāyatrī Devī: 
Šrī Gāyatrī-nigūdhārtha 


bhvades-tat-savitur-varenya-vihitam ksetrajfia-sevyarthakam 
bhargo vai vrsabhānujātma-vibhavaikārādhanā sri-puram 
bhargo jyotir-acintya-lilana-sudhaikaradhana sri-puram 
bhargo dhāma-taranga-khelana-sudhaikārādhanā sri-puram 
bhargo dhama-sada-nirasta-kuhakam prajfíana-lila-purari 
devasyamrta-rüpa-lila-rasadheraradha-dhih prerinah 
devasyamrta-rüpa-lila-purusasyaradha-dhih presinah 
devasya-dyuti-sundaraika-purusasyaradhya-dhih presinah 
gayatri-muralista-kirtana-dhanam rādhā-padam dhimahi 
gayatri-gaditam mahaprabhu-matam radha-padam dhimahi 
dhir-aradhana-eva nanyad iti tad radha-padam dhimahi 


He then gave a commentary in English, of which we provide an extractive summary here: 


What is the meaning of Gāyatrī? It means in Sanskrit, gānāt trāyate, "A particular 
kind of song which gives us salvation, relief and emancipation." Gayatri is called 
“Veda-Mata” - the Mother of the Vedas - as Gayatri has produced the entire Veda. 
The first emanation is the transcendental syllable om (omkara pranava), then 
comes the Gāyatrī, the Vedas, the Vedānta-Sutras, and then finally, the $rimad- 


bhagavatam - the mature fruit of all Vedic conclusions. The meaning, the 
purport of the Gayatri Mantra is found in the full-fledged conception of the 
Srimad-bhagavatam.... 


The general meaning of Gayatri is, "That song which grants us emancipation - 
liberation." Liberation must have meaning in the positive line. Liberation does 


not only mean, "to be free from the negative side," but continued positive 
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attainment. The definition of true emancipation in Srimad-bhagavatam is 
positive attainment. muktir hitvānyathā rūpam sva-rūpeņa vyavasthitih: 
"Liberation is the permanent situation of the form of the living entity after he 
gives up the changeable gross and subtle material bodies." (Srimad-bhagavatam 
2.10.6)... 


I» 


The word “Gayatri” comes from two Sanskrit words - gānāt and trāyate. Trāyate 
means "Positive attainment up to the final stage (svarüpena vyavasthitih)”. We 
are to take this meaning. Gānāt means, "Not mere sound, but musical sound." 
This musical sound draws us to Mahaprabhu's sankirtana that carries the touch 
of the flute of Krsna. We find divine sound and music there. Now we shall 
analyze what is the Brahma Gayatri Mantra... 


Om is the seed mantra which contains everything within it. Bhür is where we are 
- the world of our experience, the world of our sense perception. Bhuvah is at 
the back of that - our mental acquisition. The effect of our mental acquisition 
takes us to our present position of experience. It is not by accidental existence 
that we are here in this world of our experience. We have acquired such a 
position by our previous karma. And the area of our previous karma is called 
bhuvah-loka. Bhuvah-loka is the mental sphere. This physical sphere is only an 
outcome of that mental sphere. The present world of experience is the product 
of our previous mental impulses. 


Svar means buddhi-loka, the plane of decision-making. What to do? What not to 
do? What I like; what I dislike. This is called sankalpah/vikalpah. I like this; I don't 
like that - this is the soil of the mental world of acceptance and rejection. You 
may like to do something, but you may not do that - otherwise you will be a 
loser. This faculty of reason is svar-loka. In this way, in this mundane world, 
there are different planes of existence - Bhür-, Bhuvah-, Svah-, Mahar-, Jana-, 
Tapah- and Satya-loka. The negative side has got these seven planes of life from 
Bhür-loka up to Satya-loka where the creator, Lord Brahma lives. The master of 
the whole world of experience of the negative side lives in Satya-loka. The four 
Kumaras - devotees who hold high positions as saints - also reside in Satya-loka. 


These seven layers of the material world, from the gross to the subtle, are dealt 
with in detail in $rila Sanātana Goswāmī's Brhad-Bhāgavatāmrtam. The negative 
side, consisting of the combination of the three modes of material nature that 
produces this world, finishes in Satyaloka. Then begins Virajā, the verge of 
equilibrium of the negative side - the last limit of material consciousness. And 
the verge of equilibrium of the positive side is Brahmaloka, the beginning of the 
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"Land of Service” - the equipoised verge of the positive world. Then, the world 
of reality, the world of dedication and service, the soul's world proper, begins 
there in Siva-loka and continues further in the plane of Vaikuntha. The devotee, 
Šiva, then Šrī Nārāyaņa in the Vaikunthas. In this way, they develop into Krsna- 
loka, Vrndavana. The seven planes that are represented in the Gāyatrī Mantra by 
Bhür, Bhuvah and Svah, are summarized in one word - tat. 


Savitur means Surya, the sun. Sun means figuratively, 'that which illuminates all 
objects.' This - the three gross and subtle strata of the world - is shown to us by 
a particular light. What is that? That is jīvātmā - the soul. The sun does not show 
us the world, but the soul’s influence does. It is not the sun, but it is really the 
soul that shows us this world. In Bhagavad-gītā 13.34 we find, ekah krtsnam lokam 
imam ravih: "This world is really being expressed to us by the atma, the soul 
which is just like the sun." The sun can show us the color-world, the ear can 
reveal the sound-world, the sense of touch can reveal the touch-world, etc. 
However, in the center is the soul who gives us an understanding of the 
environment, the world of perception. This perception is possible only because 
of the soul. The soul is like the sun as it is showing everything - tat savitur. 


To summarize, all these seven strata of our experience are reduced to one word, 
tat - that. Who is showing us "that"? The illuminator - the sun is showing us. 
"Sun" here means soul. The soul means not the "universal soul", but the 
"individual soul". ...The sun can show us everything. If there is no sun, then 
everything is dark and we cannot see anything. The soul is light, the subject, 
and the objects are these seven planes of experience. If the ātmā - the soul - 
withdraws, then everything is gone. This kind of consciousness gives birth to 
the path leading to Goloka. 


Varenyam means pūjā, worshippable, venerable and reverential. Our soul is 
venerable. The soul is the subject and this world is its object. However, there is 
another domain that is venerated and worshipped by the soul. This is the 
Supersoul, Paramātmā area. "Bhargo". Bhargo means the Super-subjective area 
where the Supersoul, the Super-subject resides. Bhargo means: dhāmnā svena 
sadā nirasta-kuhakarh satyam param dhimahi (Srimad-bhagavatam 1.1.1) In the first 
verse of Srimad-bhagavatam it is mentioned that here we are going to deal with 
another world, by whose rays all misconceptions are brushed aside. In its own 
pristine glory, it shows the very abode of the Lord....So, the subject is the soul, 
and the object is the world of mundane experience. And the subject's venerable 
area that is superior to the subject - the soul - is that Super-subjective area. 
Bhargo means, "More subtle than the soul, and holding more important position 
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than the jiva-soul.” That is the Supersoul area. Bhargo means, in general, 
ordinary light. But, really it is the Supersoul Who can see and can show 
everything in more detail. Just as an X-ray can show us what the ordinary eye 
cannot see, so bhargo, the svarüpa-sakti, the higher more powerful light, can also 
reveal the soul. Then bhargo belongs to whom? It belongs to Deva, pertaining to 
Deva.... 


bhargo vai vrsabhānujātma-vibhavaikārādhanā sri-puram 


Bhānu means the sun, or who illuminates by light. $rimati Rādhārāņī is the 
daughter of King Vrsabhanu so the word bhanu has been selected. This 
represents Her personal extended self. Vaibhava means that which comes out as 
extended self. Prabhava is the central representation and vaibhava is the outer 
extension. The very gist of the svarüpa-sakti is Srimati Radharani and the whole 
svarūpa-šakti, the internal potency, is Her extended self... 


Devasya means belonging to Deva. What is the meaning of Deva? Deva means, 
“Who is very beautiful and playful." That is Sri Krsna - Reality the Beautiful. He 
is non-differentiated substance but is full of lilà - Divine Pastimes. Deva means 
beauty and pastimes combined. His domain is bhargo which is venerated by the 
jīva-soul. What is that? It is the svarüpa-sakti - the vaibhava, the extension of 
Srimati Radharani. She holds the full-service responsibility and energy to serve 
$ri Krsna. So bhargo is no less than the vaibhava, the extended body of $rimati 
Rādhārāņī containing everything for the service of Šrī Krsņa. This is the 
Rasarāja-mahābhāva conception. Bhargo represents Mahābhāva, the 
Predominated Moiety, and Deva - Krsna - represents Rasarāja, the 
Predominating Moiety. 


Dhimahi in the Gayatri Mantra means, "Bhargo Devasya Dhimahi". We are invited, 
"You come and meditate." What sort of meditation is possible there in that 
Super-subjective area? That meditation is in the sense of culture - cultivation of 
service to the Higher by the practice of veneration and worship. This sort of 
experience is possible there. Dhimahi is not abstract meditation but means 
Krsņānušīlanam - to participate in the spontaneous flow of the current of 
devotion in that Super-subjective area, Vrndavana. 


Dhiyo yo' nah pracodayat - And what will be the result? The capacity of your 
cultivation will be increased. dasa’ kare vetana more deha prema-dhana “I pray that 
You accept me as Your servant and give Me the salary of ecstatic love of God." 
(Sri Caitanya-caritāmrta: Antya-līlā 20.37) 


39 


(Swami B. R. $ridhara, Poetry of a Saint: Sermons of the Guardian of Devotion Volume 5, pp. 124-131) 


Sivarama Swāmī's Explanation 


A few notable ISKCON leaders have written about the Brahma-gāyatrī mantra. We include this 
explanation as it is well-researched, thorough, and uses “many angles of vision.” As mentioned 
in the methodology section, Sivarama Swami granted permission to excerpt and summarize 
this and the other sections of his book used in this paper. 


Sivarama Swami writes in Nava Vraja Mahima, book 7, on the meanings of the Brahma-gayatri 
mantra: 


Let us consider $rila Prabhupāda's translation of Brahma-gāyatrī: "Let us 
meditate on that worshipable effulgence of the divine sun who enthuses our 
meditation." This general translation is widely accepted, even by the class of 
brahmanas critical of Srila Prabhupāda for giving the Brahma-gāyatrī to western 
devotees and devotees not born in brahmana families. 


Certain conclusions in the direct meaning of this translation, however, invite us 
to search for interpretations in line with $rila Prabhupada's teachings and the 
parameters just mentioned.” One variance of the literal meaning is that it 
apparently encourages devotees to meditate on the sun, a practice clearly at 
odds with $rila Prabhupada's strong rejection of demigod worship. This seeming 
contradiction is resolved by taking the words "divine sun" to mean the 
predominating Deity within the sun, Lord Sürya-narayana, whose golden hue is 
described in the Rg Veda. (see $rimad-bhagavatam $rila Jiva Gosvami's statements 
on 12.6.66) 


„„Srīla Prabhupāda offers two other meanings of “divine sun" (savitur), which 
are even more consistent with the direct philosophical conclusion of Gaudīya 
Vaisnavism and Srimad-bhagavatam. Srila Prabhupāda writes, “The meaning of 
the first mantra is, ‘I meditate on the sun god who is maintaining the three 
worlds.' Savitur is the name of the sun god, but the greatest savitur is Krsna. 


5 « one should fix one's mind in pure devotion upon Krsna's Vrndavana pastimes,” "such mental absorption 
develops alongside the necessary faith when, free from offense, one regularly chants Lord Krsna's divine names,” 
"all rasas are made perfect in the divine couple's pastimes," and other tenets of Gaudiya Vaisnava scriptures and 
ācāryas. 
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"Therefore it is meditation on Krsna, who is the master of all the cosmic 
manifestation." (letter to Mandali Bhadra, November, 1969) 


And elsewhere Srila Prabhupāda writes: “That Savità is Lord Caitanya 
Mahāprabhu.” (Caitanya-caritamrta Madhya 8.265) 


When I take savitur to mean Krsna, to me the mantra says: "Om. Let us chant and 
hear the divine glories of the self-effulgent creator and worshipable Deity of the 
three worlds, $ri Krsna. 


"He kindly reveals to pure devotees His original form as a playful cowherd boy 
in the supreme abode of Gokula, where He is always accompanied by His 
spiritual counterpart, beautiful Radharani. 


"Let us meditate on He who spoke the Bhagavad-gītā, who inspires His devotees 
to regain their eternal spiritual forms and moods of love in His eternally 
effulgent realm through selfless service to Radha." 


When take savitur to mean the jiva, I take the mantra to say: "Om! The subject 
we must understand within the material world is the self, the luminous soul that 
sees and knows its own environment. 


"After realising the transcendental nature of the soul we should turn our 
attention to the source of all effulgence, the dual form of the Absolute Truth, 
Rādhā and Krsna, in Their original home, Goloka. 


"Let us always enthusiastically absorb ourselves in service to the divine couple 
by meditating on Them with a controlled mind, and by selflessly engaging in 
active service to Them with our senses. 


"As a result of cultivating service to Krsna through Radha, we will, by Her grace, 
attain our eternal loving devotional mellow in the spiritual body of a cowherd 
within the effulgent realm of Vraja." 


When I take savitur to mean Šrī Caitanya Mahaprabhu — and by natural 
extension, to also refer to the chanting of the Lord's holy names (harinama- 
sankirtana) — to me the mantra Says: 
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“Om! Let us meditate upon the holy names of Sri Krsna, and upon effulgent Lord 
Gaurānga, the merciful deliverer of Krsna's names. And as we do, let us inspire 
others to do the same. 


"The holy name and Lord Gaura always inspire us to withdraw our attention 
from the pleasures of the three worlds and instead to fix it on spontaneous 
loving service to the divine couple in Vraja. 


"By Radha's grace, our practice of pure devotional service will at last reveal a 
spiritual body best suited to assist Her pastimes with Krsna and, if we so desire, 
a second spiritual body fit to serve Gauranga. 


"Thus, by the power of the holy name, devotees may simultaneously and 
eternally relish the festival of Lord Krsna's rása dance in Vrndavana and Gaura's 
prema-sankirtana in $vetadvipa.'^" 


When I combine all three interpretations, to me the Brahma-gayatri mantra says: 
"Om! Let us meditate upon Krsna who has appeared recently as Gauranga to 
usher in the process of nama-sankirtana. 


"Let us meditate upon the deliverer of the three worlds who frees us from 
material miseries, teaches us knowledge of the self, and awards us the privilege 
of loving devotion in Vraja under Radha's guidance. 


"Inspired by Him to pursue our assured eternal identity and spiritual form, let 
us please Him by our pure sadhana surcharged with the taste of giving His mercy 
to those ignorant of that divine treasure." 


Gayatri-devi becomes a gopi 


In considering the place of the Brahma-gayatri in our sadhana, this pastime of Gayatri-devi can 
also aid our meditation on the relationship between the mantra and our goal of prema for Krsna 
in Vrndavana. 


Sivarama Swami recounts the following in his Nava Vraja Mahima, book 7: 


(From Padma Purana Srsti-kanda 17.5.15-28) Once Lord Brahma was preparing for 
a sacrifice. His wife, Savitri, was late, and so he installed an unmarried girl 


1 Šivarāma Swāmīs footnote: Svetadvipa is that portion of Goloka Vrndavana where Lord Caitanya eternally 
revels in prema-sankirtana along with His companions. 
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named Gāyatrī from the cowherd community as his wife for the purpose of the 
function. Gāyatrī's relatives shortly came looking for her, and they were 
understandably disturbed to find that she had been taken away from their 
society and married without their permission. Lord Visņu, seeing Gāyatrī's 
father so upset, promised that when the sacrifice was complete, He would 
personally take birth amongst the cowherds in Vrndāvana, along with Gāyatrī. 
Furthermore, Visņu told the other gopas that He would accept their daughters as 
well. At this everyone was satisfied. Thus, at the time of Krsņa's earthly 
appearance, Gāyatrī took birth as a gopi. 


Thākura Bhaktivinoda narrates further details of this pastime (this is from Jaiva 
Dharma chapter 32. It is different from that of the Padma Purāņa text, although 
he cites that as his source). After her marriage to Lord Brahma, Gayatri-devi 
gave birth to the four Vedas, the Upanisads, and other transcendental literatures. 
Later, Gayatri came to know that the Upanisads had succeeded in becoming gopis. 
She then recalled Lord Visnu's vow and began to hanker for the perfection of 
being a gopi in $ri Krsna's pastimes. To that end, Gayatri then took up rigorous 
devotional practices, and with the help of the Gopāla-tāpanī Upanisad, she 
received Krsna's blessing and took birth in Vraja where her desire was at last 


fulfilled... 


The Gāyatrī mantra is eternal. How it seems to appear from Gayatri-devi, the 
sādhaka goddess, should be understood as a pastime, just as it appears that Agni 
gives Krsna His own eternal disc-weapon as a gift. Since the time Gayatri 
became a gopi, she has been glorifying the divine couple from the five faces of 
her personified mantra-form, tasting divine bliss and giving it to those who 
meditate upon her. (The five faces correspond to the five principal feature of 
the mantra: 1) om—the seed 2) bhür bhuvah svah—the mahā-vyāhrtis 3) tat savitur 
varenyam—representing the knowledge of relationships 4) bhargo devasya 
dhimahi—indicating the process of surrender, and 5) dhiyo yo nah pracodayāt— 
glorifying the ultimate goal, prema.) 


Bringing together and harmonizing the various 
explanations of meaning 


Followers of Srila Prabhupada may wonder upon whom they should meditate while chanting 
the Brahma-gayatri: the sun, Surya Narayana, Sri Caitanaya Mahaprabhu, Krsna, or Radha- 
Krsna? 
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The answer is that all are possible, depending on the mood and intention of the devotee. For 
reference, we note that the gopis, in separation, called to Krsna as hà nātha (Srimad-bhagavatam 
10.30.39). In their case, they were not using a secondary name of “master” or "Lord" asa 
worshipper in a contemporary church, mosque, or temple might do. They were calling for 
Vraja Krsna, the master of their life. 


As Srila Prabhupada writes in his purport to Caitanya Caritamrta Ādi 5.132 regarding the name 
Rama in the mahā-mantra: 


if someone says that the "Rama" in "Hare Rama" is Lord Ramacandra and 
someone else says that the “Rama” in “Hare Rama" is Sri Balarama, both are 
correct because there is no difference between Sri Balarama and Lord Rama. ... 
Those who are aware of the visnu-tattva do not fight over all these details. 


It is perhaps significant that it is our sampradaya-guru Lord Brahma who states in Srimad- 
bhāgavatam 3.9.11: 


natha pumsam 
yad-yad-dhiya ta urugaya vibhavayanti 


tat-tad-vapuh pranayase sad-anugrahaya 


Translation: O my Lord, You are so merciful to Your devotees that You manifest Yourself in 
the particular eternal form of transcendence in which they always think of You. 


Purport: The statement here that the Lord manifests Himself before the devotee in the form 
in which the devotee likes to worship Him indicates that the Lord becomes subordinate to the 
desire of the devotee—so much so that He manifests His particular form as the devotee 
demands. This demand of the devotee is satisfied by the Lord because He is pliable in terms of 
the transcendental loving service of the devotee. 


A relevant and interesting example is in Gajendra, who prayed to the Supreme without 
knowing exactly who the Supreme is. Still, the demigods knew not to come, and only Visnu 
came, as explained here in $rimad-bhagavatam 8.3.30: 


$ri-Suka uvāca 
evam gajendram upavarnita-nirvisesam 
brahmadayo vividha-linga-bhidabhimanah 
naite yadopasasrpur nikhilatmakatvat 
tatrakhilamara-mayo harir avirasit 
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Translation: Šrī Sukadeva Gosvami continued: When the King of the elephants was 
describing the supreme authority, without mentioning any particular person, he did 
not invoke the demigods, headed by Lord Brahma, Lord Siva, Indra and Candra. Thus 
none of them approached him. However, because Lord Hari is the Supersoul, 
Purusottama, the Personality of Godhead, He appeared before Gajendra. 


In contrast, when Atri Muni prayed, he was unsure of to whom he was praying. When Visnu, 
Brahma, and Šiva appeared before him, he asked whom he had called (Srimad-bhagavatam 
4.1.26): 


aham vas tebhyah ka eva bhavatārh ma ihopahūtah 


Translation: I offer my respectful obeisances unto all of you and beg to inquire whom of you 
three I have called by my prayer. 


Therefore, $rila Prabhupada's followers may fix their meditation according to the various 
explanations of the mantra as we have given in this paper, according to their individual desires 
and realizations which may change as they progress in bhakti. As it is dangerous to give 
imaginary meanings, all understandings should be based firmly on guru-sadhu-sastra. If there is 
any doubt, one should get confirmation from one's spiritual master or senior Vaisnavas. 


Utterance and printing of the mantra 


The three ways of uttering mantras from Hari-bhakti- 
vilasa — Vācika (spoken), Upamsu (murmured), and 
Manasa (silent) 


According to Sandilya Upanisad 2, upārhšu (murmured and barely audible) is a thousand times 
more effective than vācika (clearly audible), and mānasa (silent, within the mind) is a million 
times more effective: 


japo nama vidhivadgurüpadista- 
vedaviruddhamantrabhyasah . taddvividham vacikam mānasam ceti . 
manasam tu manasā dhyanayuktam . vācikam dvividhamuccai- 
rupamsubhedena . uccairuccaranam yathoktaphalam . upārhšu 
sahasragunam . mānasam kotigunam 
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It is well known that many groups associated with the Indic and Vedic tradition sing the 
Brahma-gayatri publicly and loudly. The Gayatri-parivara popularized the public chanting of 
Gayatri throughout India. They even recorded it on tapes and publicized it. Some musicians 
associated with ISKCON have followed this trend by recordings of the Brahma-gayatri that are 
available for purchase or viewing on the Internet. Also, ISKCON has produced a movie, “A 
Simple Temple,” at which the Brahma-gayatri mantra is sung in the beginning. This movie is 
played in outreach even to completely uninitiated newcomers. 


In this purport, already quoted in this paper, Srila Prabhupada quotes the entire Brahma- 
gayatri mantra: 


Here Sri Ramananda Raya admits that Sri Caitanya Mahaprabhu is the 
Supersoul. It is the Supersoul that inspires the devotee; therefore He is the 
original source of the Gayatri mantra, which states, om bhūr bhuvah svah tat 
savitur varenyam bhargo devasya dhimahi dhiyo yo nah pracodayāt. Savitā is the 
original source of all intelligence. That Savita is Lord Caitanya Mahaprabhu. 
(purport Caitanya-Caritamrta Madhya 8.265) 


There are numerous other places in his books where Srila Prabhupāda quotes parts of the 
mantra. Srila Prabhupāda explains in his purport to Šrīmad-bhāgavatam 4.8.53 about his 
publishing of the whole mantra: 


Narada Muni uses the word japah, which indicates that the mantra to be chanted 
is very confidential. One may ask, "If it is confidential, why is it mentioned in 
the writing of Srimad-bhagavatam?" It is confidential in this sense: one may 
receive a published mantra anywhere, but unless it is accepted through the 
chain of disciplic succession, the mantra does not act. It is said by authoritative 
sources that any mantra chanted without having been received from the 
disciplic succession has no efficacy. 


It is perhaps fascinating that Srila Prabhupāda says the entire mantra in the following 
room Conversation with Allen Ginsberg — May 14, 1969, Columbus, Ohio: 


Allen Ginsberg: Do you use Gayatri mantra also? 
Prabhupada: Yes. 


Allen Ginsberg: I know some of it. om bhur... 


1 It is also sung in the opening theme music of the 2004 US television series Battlestar Galactica. 
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Prabhupāda: Yes. om bhur bhuvah svah tat savitur varenyam bhargo devasya dhimahi 
dhiyo yo nah pracodayāt. This Gāyatrī, this is called. 


Allen Ginsberg: In Bhagavad-gītā Krsna says, "Among poetic meters, I am 
Gayatri." 


Prabhupada: Yes. Gayatri is the origin of Vedic knowledge. Without Gayatri, 
nobody is accepted as competent to study. That is the beginning, spiritual 
master, dvija, second birth. First birth by the father and mother, second birth by 
the spiritual master, father, and mother, Gāyatrī. 


Allen Ginsberg: Do you teach Gayatri mantra to your disciples also? 
Prabhupada: Yes. Not in the beginning. When they are little advanced. 


Even though Srila Prabhupāda did publish the entire Brahma-gayatri mantra in his books and 
the mantra is well-known among those of Indian background and "spiritually inclined" 
persons, $rila Prabhupāda never had us sing the mantra publicly. He wrote in a letter to: 
Mandali Bhadra —2 November, 1969: "Regarding the Gayatri Mantra, to say it silently is also 
chanting. Every mantra is recommended to be uttered silently, but specifically this Mahā (Hare 
Krsna) Mantra can be chanted both ways: loudly and silently." $rila Prabhupada made the 
giving of the gayatri mantras confidential and did not distribute the paper on which was 
written all seven of the mantras given at second initiation. The paper said in all-caps: "Not to be 
distributed to anyone except initiated disciples and to them only by His Divine Grace 
personally." He never personally sang any of those mantras publicly, nor instructed any of his 
disciples or followers to do so. 


Relationship of the Brahma-gayatri with the 
other mantras given at brahminical initiation 
and with the Hare Krsna mantra 


Not to give om at dīksā, but to give only klim, would not demonstrate an understanding that 
these bijas, or seeds, of mantras, are non-different. To differentiate between these two bijas is 
not founded in tattva. In the Gopāla-tāpani-upanisad, Uttara, Verse 58 it is stated: 


klim omkarasyaikyatvam pathyate brahma-vadibhih 
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Translation: The complete oneness of klīm and om is understood by the knowers ofthe 
Vedānta. 


Extract of Commentary by Srila Jīva Gosvami and Srila Prabodhananda Sarasvati: klīm- 
kara ornkārayor ekam evaikyam tasya bhava aikyatvam ekatvam dvayam idamı tulya-svarūpam tulya- 
šaktikam tulya-pratipadyam ceti pranava-vyakhyanena tasyarthah kathitah iti. brahmavadibhir 
vedartha-tattvajfiaih. 


Translation of Commentary: Between klim and om, there is oneness. There is oneness of 
bhāva (mood) and these two are the same in their svarüpa (original identity), their sakti 
(potency), their pratipadya (indicated deity), and thus by explaining the pranava, klim is also 
explained. The term brahma-vadibhih in the verse means — by those who know the correct 
tattva of the meaning of the Vedas. 


Šivarāma Swami writes in Nava Vraja Mahimā, Volume 7, of the relationship between the 
Brahma-gayatri, the other mantras given at second initiation, and the Hare Krsna maha-mantra: 


Gayatri mantras have the potential to act like the maha-mantra because in 
essence they are also names of Krsna, only preceded by a bija and followed by an 
offering of respect and a call for meditation. Herein lies the reason Brahma- 
gāyatrī can purify the heart but cannot by itself reveal one's eternal identity or 
one's love for the Lord unless accompanied by deliberate meditation on Radha 
and Krsna. 


om, savitur, bhargah, and deva, for example, are secondary names of the Lord that 
have the power to liberate but not to bestow prema like primary names such as 
Krsna, Govinda, or Gopijanavallabha. The Lord's secondary names (gauņa-nāma) 
describe the Lord's connection with the creation and bring benefits up to 
liberation, but more importantly give one a chance to chant the primary names. 


In contrast, the Lord's primary names (mukhya-nāma), such as Rama, describe 
the Lord as He is in the spiritual world. Empowered with His full potencies, they 
grant all perfections, including prema. Since the Brahma-gayatri is the monarch 
of all mantras and can in no way be less than its subjects, Vaisnava ācāryas have 
revealed its esoteric meanings in terms of Lord Krsna's primary names. 


In this way our authorities have disclosed the ultimate intention of Brahma- 
gāyatrī as it relates to the paficaratrika-mantras, giving us a spiritually consistent 
understanding and meditation. The Brahma-gayatri is like the closed bud of the 
white lotus of nama-sankirtana that unfolds through the various pāricarātrika- 
mantras into its fully blossomed and aromatic form, the Kama-gayatri. 


48 


Here the chanting of omkara is recommended because in the beginning of 
transcendental realization, instead of chanting the Hare Krsna mahā-mantra, one 
may chant omkara (praņava). There is no difference between the Hare Krsna 
maha-mantra and orhkāra because both of them are sound representations of the 
Supreme Personality of Godhead, pranavah sarva-vedesu. In all Vedic literatures, 
the sound vibration omkara is the beginning. om namo bhagavate vāsudevāya. The 
difference between chanting omkara and chanting the Hare Krsna mantra is that 
the Hare Krsna mantra may be chanted without consideration of the place or the 
sitting arrangements recommended in Bhagavad-gītā 6.11. 


In the following purport from Caitanya-caritāmrta Ādi 7.76, $rila Prabhupada discusses 
the relationship of dīksā into gayatri mantras that qualify one for Deity worship, with 
one's chanting of the Hare Krsna mahāmantra: 


To chant the holy name of the Lord, one need not depend upon other 
paraphernalia, for one can immediately get all the desired results of 
linking with the Supreme Personality of Godhead. It may therefore be 
questioned why there is a necessity for initiation or further spiritual 
activities in devotional service for one who engages in the chanting of 
the holy name of the Lord. The answer is that although it is correct that 
one who fully engages in chanting the holy name need not depend upon 
the process of initiation, generally a devotee is addicted to many 
abominable material habits due to material contamination from his 
previous life. In order to get quick relief from all these contaminations, it 
is required that one engage in the worship of the Lord in the temple. The 
worship of the Deity in the temple is essential to reduce one's 
restlessness due to the contaminations of conditioned life. Thus Narada, 
in his pāficarātrikī-vidhi, and other great sages have sometimes stressed 
that since every conditioned soul has a bodily concept of life aimed at 
sense enjoyment, to restrict this sense enjoyment the rules and 
regulations for worshiping the Deity in the temple are essential. $rila 
Rüpa Gosvami has described that the holy name of the Lord can be 
chanted by liberated souls, but almost all the souls we have to initiate 
are conditioned. It is advised that one chant the holy name of the Lord 
without offenses and according to the regulative principles, yet due to 
their past bad habits they violate these rules and regulations. Thus the 


Here, as in many places, $rila Prabhupada also equates chanting the Hare Krsna mantra and the 
pranava, as in this purport to $rimad-bhagavatam 7.15.31: 
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regulative principles for worship of the Deity are also simultaneously 
essential. 


It should be noted that in the above purport "initiation" refers to the dīksā that 
qualifies a disciple for Deity worship, and therefore not to what we in ISKCON call "first 
initiation." Similarly, in this letter to Jadurāņī Devi dāsī on September 4, 1972, from 
New Vrindaban, he wrote: 


Second initiation is real initiation. First initiation is the preliminary, just 
to make him prepared, just like primary and secondary education. The 
first initiation gives him chance to become purified, and when he is 
actually purified then he is recognized as a brahmana and that means real 
initiation. The eternal bond between disciple and spiritual master begins 
from the first day he hears. 


For further perspective on the relationship between harinama and Gayatri initiations, 
Srila Prabhupāda stated succinctly in this Room Conversation with a Sanskrit Professor 
on August 13, 1973, in Paris: 


“ „first initiation, according to Jiva Gosvami, that is sufficient. Chanting Hare 
Krsna mantra, that is sufficient. But still, to purify them more, the second 
initiation, Gayatri, is given.” 


In a similar vein, Tamala Krsna Goswami wrote in his diary under the heading of August 
3, 1977 (we do not have an audio recording of this statement): 


Satsvarūpa Maharaja inquired in a letter about the difference between 
first and second initiation. Srila Prabhupāda explained, “First initiation 
is more important. You can go without second initiation. First initiation 
stands strong. If it is executed very thoroughly, that is sufficient. The 
Vedic system was to give sacred thread at the first initiation. We follow 
pāficarātrikī. Vedic initiation was given to persons born of a brahmana. 
That is not possible in this age. Therefore, he has to be prepared by 
harinama, then second." 


Therefore, while harinama in the form of the Hare Krsna mahamantra, received 
from a bona-fide guru, is sufficient to achieve the ultimate goal of life, the 
support from the gāyatrī mantras in dīksā, and then engaging in Deity worship, is 


16 In other words, traditionally initiation was not separated into a first and second part. 
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highly recommended. After all, as Rūpa Gosvāmī writes in Bhakti-rasāmrta-sindhu 
1.2.74: 


atha angani— 
guru-padasrayas tasmat krsna-diksadi-siksanam 


Translation: The list of arīgas is as follows: Taking shelter of guru; then after initiation, 
acquiring knowledge" 


In text 84 Rüpa Gosvami states that the items he listed in text 74 constitute the 
principal or most important angas of bhakti. Therefore, gāyatrī-dīksā should not 
be minimized or neglected for devotees. 


Summary and Conclusions of Part one 


The nature of the Brahma-gayatri mantra can be understood from its bija: om, its meter, its 
structure, its origin, and its presiding deity. Om, the pranava, is eternal. Originally the Vedas 
consisted only of om. The chanting of om was the only spiritual practice in the beginning of 
Satya yuga, before a division of varnas. $rila Prabhupāda explains that om is the Lord himself. 
In one sense the mantras we call gayatri can be called Sandhya. Like the pranava, the gāyatrī 
mantra is eternal. Each of the three times a day the mantra is chanted, it is named differently 
with a different presiding Deity. The origin of gayatri is the Lord's breathing or His skin, and 
Sarasvati manifests the mantra, by the grace of the Lord, to Brahma. The Deity the mantra 
addresses can be understood variously. In examining the Brahma-gāyatrī as explained by Srila 
Jiva Gosvami, $rila Prabhupāda, his god-brother B. R. $ridhara Swami, and $rila Prabhupāda's 
disciple Sivarama Swami, we can conclude that the Brahma-gāyatrī can be an integral part of 
the practice of bhakti-yoga for devotees of Lord $ri Krsna. It is historically accurate that 
chanting the Brahma-gayatri mantra can also be viewed as a practice of those in the brahmana- 
varna as part of their varna dharma. The same could be said about Deity worship—that it is one 
of the means of livelihood for those in the brahmana varņa. ISKCON members involved in Deity 
worship are, however, immersed in that activity as an ariga of pure bhakti, regardless of what 
apparent and external āšrama or varna they are in. 


" Bhanu Swami comments: This comment echoes the traditional Vedic system of initiation, in which a person 
receives Vedic initiation (upanayana) with Vedic gāyatri-mantra. This qualifies him to study the Vedas. This 
tradition continued even with paficarātric initiation and study. 
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Part two: Oualifications to chant the 
Brahma-gāyatrī mantra 


Hermeneutic Overview of Part Two 


1. visaya - topic: The Brahma-gāyatrī mantra originates in the Vedas, and only the twice-born 
are authorized to chant it. It is not a mantra for public congregational chanting. 

2. sarnšaya - doubt: If persons are sincere in the practice of sadhana bhakti, are they qualified 
to be initiated into the Brahma-gayatri, or are there other qualifications? 

3. pūrvapaksa - one viewpoint: Only males who engage in brahminical work as a means of 
livelihood as described in sastra are qualified to chant it, regardless of one's practice of 
bhakti-yoga 

4. uttara-paksa - another viewpoint: If the Brahma-gayatri is taken as a Vaisnava mantra 
rather than a meditation reserved only for a specific varna, then the qualifications involve 
only considerations of bhakti-yoga 

5. nirnayah - deciding in favor of a side: Without consideration of varna or gender, anyone 
who, under the guidance of a bona fide guru, has received Krsna's holy name and is 
engaged in devotional service with faith, dedication, cleanliness, honesty, eagerness, and 
maturity can be qualified to receive the Brahma-gayatri mantra. Statements in šāstra that 
restrict ladies from the pranava and Brahma-gayatri also restrict the šūdra-born from 
chanting the pranava and Brahma-gāyatrī (what to speak of those born outside varnasrama- 
dharma). Such a standard cannot be applied to the society of Vaisņavas. 

6. siddhanta- conclusion: While there are $astric statements about varna and gender 
qualifications in regard to gayatri diksa and there are reasons for such restrictions, there 
are also $astric statements opposing that view, also with solid reasons. Srila Prabhupāda 
strongly and repeatedly favored the šāstras and $astric statements that do not discriminate 
at all based on birth, varna occupation, gender, and other external considerations. 


Important note: Qualification for Brahma- 
gayatri extends to all Vedic mantras 


As noted elsewhere in this paper, Srila Prabhupada writes in his purport to Srimad-bhagavatam 
4.8.54 in reference to the ksatriya prince Dhruva getting a mantra with the praņava, that: “om 
namo bhagavate vāsudevāya is known as the dvadasaksara-mantra. This mantra is chanted by 
Vaisnava devotees, and it begins with pranava, or ormkara. There is an injunction that those who 
are not brāhmaņas cannot pronounce the pranava mantra." 
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If we in ISKCON restrict the chanting of Brahma-gāyatrī to brahmanas by birth, or even 
brahmanas by qualities and occupations, and perhaps in addition by gender, we would also, 
logically, have to similarly restrict any chanting of the pranava, or the chanting of any Vedic 
mantras. Obviously, such restriction would apply to chanting $rila Prabhupada's praņāma 
mantra, to the chanting of the dvādašāksara (twelve-syllable) mantra “om namo bhagavate 
vāsudevāya”, to any Bhāgavatam verse with the pranava in it, and to the Sri Isopanisad (which, an 
Upanisad, is considered as one of the Srutis, in the same category as the mantras of the Vedas). It 
is of note that $rila Prabhupada engaged even uninitiated persons in chanting these Vedic 
mantras, and encouraged wide distribution of the Sri Isopanisad. 


Birth, family lineage, samskaras, varna, gender 


There are many parts of scripture and tradition that mention birth as a qualification for 
chanting the pranava, Brahma-gayatri, and Vedic mantras in general. Birth is mentioned in 
Srimad-bhagavatam 10.8.6: janmanā brahmano guruh (at birth a brahmana is a guru), and Srimad- 
bhāgavatam 10.86.53: brāhmaņo janmanā šreyān (by birth, a brahmana is the best). One's birth 
also involves one's family lineage: dharma-sastras specify avyavacchinna (unbroken) lineage, 
with the samskaras having been performed in that lineage (Cf. "He, whose father and 
grandfather have not been initiated, (and his two ancestors) are called 'slayers of a brahmana.” 
Apastamba Dharma-sütra 1.32). Birth can also involve gender, as often women were and are 
excluded from chanting the Brahma-gayatri, as we find mentioned in Krsna's time as described 
in Srimad-bhagavatam 10.23.43-44: 


nasam dvijati-samskaro 
na nivaso gurav api 
na tapo natma-mimamsa 
na šaucam na kriyah Subhah 
tathapi hy uttamah-sloke 
krsne yogesvaresvare 
bhaktir drdha na cāsmākam 
samskaradimatam api 


Translation: These women have never undergone the purificatory rites of the twice-born 
classes, nor have they lived as brahmacaris in the asrama of a spiritual master, nor have they 
executed austerities, speculated on the nature of the self, followed the formalities of 
cleanliness or engaged in pious rituals. Nevertheless, they have firm devotion for Lord Krsna, 
whose glories are chanted by the exalted hymns of the Vedas and who is the supreme master of 
all masters of mystic power. We, on the other hand, have no such devotion for the Lord, 
although we have executed all these processes. 
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Taking birth in a specific family can naturally provide one with certain advantages or 
disadvantages. Prahlada Maharaja condemns his birth in a family of demons (see Srimad- 
bhagavatam 7.9.26) and Lord Krsna glorifies birth in a family of transcendentalists (see 
Bhagavad-gītā 6.42). A section of the Vedanta-sutra, titled apasüdradhikaranam (Vs 1.3.34-38), 
discusses how and why südras are disqualified from hearing and studying the Vedas. The 
conclusion in sūtra 1.3.36, sarhskāra-parāmaršāt tad-abhāvābhilāpāc ca, and its commentaries, is 
that the stdras perform no purificatory or reformatory rituals, sartskaras. An example from 
Chāndogya Upanisad is given, where Jābāla did not have the required sarskaras, but proved with 
his honesty that he had a brahminical character. After ascertaining this, his guru Gautama 
made arrangements for the sarhskāras and taught him the Vedas (as quoted by Baladeva 
Vidyābhusaņa in his commentary to Vs 1.3.37). Considering $rila Prabhupada's practice of 
instituting a certain test period for his male and female disciples, which ascertains their 
willingness to take the requisite vows and undergo the samskaras, the prohibition would not 
seem to apply to such individuals. 


Some reasons for šāstric statements and traditions that 
restrict the chanting of Brahma-gayatri, along with other 
Vedic mantras, and the study of the Vedas 


The Spiritual Value of Birth in a Good Family 


There can be great spiritual advantages to taking birth in a family of Vaisnavas or brahmanas. 
As Lord Krsna Himself states in Bhagavad-gītā 6.43: 


tatra tam buddhi-samyogam 
labhate paurva-dehikam 
yatate ca tato bhüyah 
samsiddhau kuru-nandana 


Translation: On taking such a birth, he revives the divine consciousness of his previous life, 
and he again tries to make further progress in order to achieve complete success, O son of 
Kuru. 


Purport: King Bharata, who took his third birth in the family of a good brahmana, is an 
example of good birth for the revival of previous transcendental consciousness. 
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Srila Prabhupāda also writes in his purport to the previous verse, Bhagavad-gītā 6.42: 


Birth in a family of yogis or transcendentalists—those with great wisdom—is 
praised herein because the child born in such a family receives a spiritual 
impetus from the very beginning of his life. It is especially the case in the ācārya 
or gosvāmī families. Such families are very learned and devoted by tradition and 
training, and thus they become spiritual masters. In India there are many such 
ācārya families, but they have now degenerated due to insufficient education 
and training. By the grace of the Lord, there are still families that foster 
transcendentalists generation after generation. It is certainly very fortunate to 
take birth in such families. 


One of many concrete examples is given in $rimad-bhagavatam 2.3.15: 


bala-kridanakaih kridan 


krsna-kridam ya adade 


Translation: Even while playing with dolls, he [Mahārāja Pariksit] used to worship Lord Krsna 
by imitating the worship of the family Deity. 


$rila Prabhupāda writes in his purport to the above verse about the fortune of his own 
childhood, the childhood of his spiritual master, $rila Bhaktisiddhānta Sarasvati, and Mira. He 
uses the term "lucky Vaisnava families." 


Srila Prabhupāda writes in his purport to Nectar of Instruction, verse 5 a warning to respect 
those who have a spiritually conducive family and tradition: 


A devotee who has attained the title of gosvami but is not born of a brahmana 
father or of a gosvāmī in the family of Nityananda or Advaita Prabhu should not 
be artificially puffed up by thinking that he has become a gosvami. He should 
always remember that as soon as he becomes materially puffed up, he 
immediately falls down. This Krsna consciousness movement is a 
transcendental science, and there is no room for jealousy. 


It is certainly a qualification for dīksā to be born and raised in a family where from a young age 
one is learning šāstra, worshiping the Deity, observing cleanliness and etiquette, and so forth. 
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The Vedas are difficult to understand 


Srila Prabhupāda gives as a reason for restricting initiation into mantras and Vedic study the 
difficulty of understanding the Vedas. He writes in the introduction to the Srimad-bhagavatam”: 


The Vedic mantras are too difficult for an ordinary man. Women, südras and the 
so-called twice-born higher castes are unable to penetrate into the sense of the 

Vedas. And thus the Mahābhārata as well as the Purāņas are made easy to explain 
the truths of the Vedas. 


He makes the same point here in his purport to Caitanya-caritamrta Madhya 6.147: 


Considering that women, südras and dvija-bandhus (unworthy sons of the twice- 
born) cannot understand the Vedic hymns directly, $rila Vyasadeva compiled 
the Mahabharata. Actually, the Supreme Personality of Godhead is vedesu 
durlabham (untraceable in the Vedas), but when the Vedas are properly 
understood or when Vedic knowledge is received from devotees, one can 
understand that all Vedic knowledge leads to $ri Krsna. 


In Srimad-bhagavatam 7.11.24, Narada Muni explains that šūdras should perform yajfias without 
mantras: 


šūdrasya sannatih šaucam 
sevā svāminy amāyayā 

amantra-yajfio hy asteyam 

satyam go-vipra-raksaņam 


Relevant synonym: amantra-yajfiah—performance of sacrifices simply by offering obeisances 
(without mantras) 


Translation: Offering obeisances to the higher sections of society [the brahmanas, ksatriyas and 
vaišyas], being always very clean, being free from duplicity, serving one's master, performing 
sacrifices without uttering mantras, not stealing, always speaking the truth and giving all 
protection to the cows and brahmanas—these are the symptoms of the šūdra. 


Purport: .... A Sidra may attend sacrifices and Vedic ritualistic ceremonies along with his 
master, but he should not utter the mantras, for these may be uttered only by the members of 
the higher sections of society. Unless one is completely pure and has been raised to the 


18 Srila Prabhupāda is recounting the conversation between Lord Caitanya and Sārvabhauma Bhattācārya in this 
passage. Here $rila Prabhupāda may be elaborating on Caitanya-caritāmrta Madhya 6.148. 
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standard of a brahmana, ksatriya or vaišya—in other words, unless one is dvija, twice-born—the 
chanting of mantras will not be fruitful. 


So, in a situation where one has a low birth, and has not been raised from that platform, birth 
can be a consideration, as Lord Balarāma explained when he referred to mixed parentage 
(pratiloma-jah, in $rimad-bhagavatam 10.78.24) in his decision to kill Romaharsana. 


Possibility to misuse the power and knowledge acguired by 
chanting Gāyatrī mantras 


A person's gualities affect how knowledge is used. One offense to the holy name is to explain 
the glories of the name to the faithless. The same principle applies to Vedic mantras in general. 
On the one hand, a person's faith is independent of their gender or the varna designation of 
their occupation. At the same time, as explained previously, certain groups of people may have 
more difficulty with understanding the Vedas. For those who are not Vaisnavas, the influence 
of the modes of passion and ignorance may be such that they would misuse the understanding 
of mantras to propagate harmful philosophies and practices in the name of bhakti. As we read in 
Sri Caitanya-bhagavata Adi 13.184: 


veda-guhya kahile haya paramayu-ksaya 
paraloke ta’ra manda janiha niscaya 


Translation: [Sri Caitanya Mahaprabhu said] “If one discloses topics that are more 
confidential than those of the Vedas, then know for certain that his duration of life is 
diminished and his advancement in the next life will be checked.” 


Purport by Srila Bhaktisiddhanta Sarasvati Thakura: If one reveals the confidential 
meaning of a mantra, he is not actually benefited in this world; rather, the speaker only gains a 
shortened lifespan for endeavoring to reveal the mystery. If one reveals the purport of the 
most confidential Vedic mantras to faithless persons, then those unfortunate persons will 
misuse the purport of the mantras by preaching mundane bāula, sahajiya, and smārta 
philosophies as the path of devotional service. Therefore, even the mistake of accepting an 
unqualified disciple yields adverse results.” 


The potential for misuse is also great because Gayatri mantras are one of the means to get Vedic 
knowledge, which can bring abilities to manipulate the material energy of the Lord. We see 
examples of how those with knowledge of the Vedas get the power to influence different 


?? Srila Bhaktisiddhānta Sarasvatī Thakura, Sri Vrndavana dasa Thakura’s Sri Caitanya-bhāgavata: Adi-khanda, Part 
Two, Vrajraj Press, 1999, trans. Bhumipati dasa, ed. Pundarika Vidyanidhi dasa, pp. 297-8 
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aspects of this world. While chanting mantras, brāhmaņas change reality. For example, as stated 
in $rimad-bhagavatam 6.4.27: manisino ...vahnirh yathā dāruņi pāficadašyam, 


Translation: "Learned brāhmaņas who are expert in performing ritualistic ceremonies and 
sacrifices can extract the fire dormant within wooden fuel by chanting the fifteen Sāmidhenī 
mantras.” 


Another example is in $rimad-bhagavatam 9.9.22, where Saudāsa was cursed by Vasistha to 
become a Rāksasa. By studying the Vedas, brahmanas get mystic powers, as well as knowledge 
about different aspects of this world. There is a risk that without possessing qualities of a real 
brahmana, such as being alampatah, free from selfishness (Srimad-bhagavatam 3.22.2), such 
people could use that knowledge and power in their selfish personal interests, which may in 
turn harm people. Therefore, traditionally knowledge was given only to those who proved 
their qualification to use it only in the context of service of the Supreme Lord. This constraint 
applies not only to the brahmanas, but to all the dvijas, namely brahmanas, ksatriyas and vaisyas. 
Brāhmaņas used to get the highest knowledge and power, ksatriyas—less, and vai$yas—even 
less. Südras used to only get knowledge from what are called the silpa-sastras: technical 
knowledge regarding their service and profession. These restrictions were made in order to 
make it possible to use higher knowledge to correct a situation among those without such 
knowledge. We find a vivid example of how such a correction was practically applied in the 
story of Vena Mahārāja in the Fourth Canto. He was empowered by the brāhmaņas to rule the 
country, but then misused his power and position against them. Despite all his knowledge and 
power, he was then destroyed by the power of the brahmanas, who killed him with special 
mantras from which he could not protect himself. So the potential for misuse is one of the 
reasons why some people without required qualifications used not to receive mantras, such as 
the brahma-Gāyatrī. 


A person's association and obligations affect how knowledge is 
used 


Another reason why the giving of certain mantras and knowledge was restricted to those of 
certain occupations, regardless of the person's propensities, is that one's brahminical 
qualification might be depleted is if one serves those who have lower consciousness. Lord 
Kapiladeva warns us about such association in $rimad-bhagavatam 3.25.20: 


prasangam ajaram pāšam 
atmanah kavayo viduh 
sa eva sadhusu krto 
moksa-dvaram apavrtam 
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Translation: Every learned man knows very well that attachment for the material is the 
greatest entanglement of the spirit soul. But that same attachment, when applied to the self- 
realized devotees, opens the door of liberation. 


To be able to give sound advice, a brahmana needs to be able to openly speak the truth. A 
brāhmaņa who is dependent for livelihood on somebody who has selfish motives may not be 
able to speak freely, fearing that the patron could deprive the brahmana, along with any 
dependents, of what is necessary to support life. Therefore, we see the verses from the Seventh 
Canto, Chapter 11, showing how there are different levels of earning the livelihood for the 
brāhmaņas, where the more one is independent of others the better it is. Moreover, by serving 
somebody who is lusty and greedy, a brahmana can develop the same qualities. Being thus 
attached to material things, such brahmanas can become contaminated and lose their ability to 
understand the intentions of the Supreme Lord for themselves, let alone to give pure 
knowledge and understanding to others. 


On the other hand, if they are serving those who have the same intention, namely to perform 
yajfias, engaging all the citizens in these yajītas according to their particular situations, and 
their leaders give them freedom to act without external restriction and to speak what they feel 
necessary, then brāhmaņas become very effective in transferring knowledge to all classes of 
society. Especially the kings or ksatriyas were interested to get advice from such independent 
brāhmaņas in order to understand how to rule the country in the most effective way. 
Therefore, in $rimad-bhagavatam Seventh Canto, Chapter 11 we also see verses speaking about 
special privileges given to brahmanas, to support their effectiveness in the society. At the same 
time, these privileges entail that they must personally take responsibility if they have misused 
that freedom, or if they have become corrupted while serving those who were not pure 
enough. Therefore, while trying to understand why the Vedas forbid brahmanas to live by $va- 
vrtti (serving those with lower consciousness), we can not only look at the injunction itself, but 
consider the reason and the mood behind that external rule.” Such consideration will help us 
to understand how to apply the injunction on a personal basis, to help those who are willing to 
perform brahminical activities to do so in the most effective way. 


Cleanliness 


It’s possible that one reason šūdras and women did not, in general, get Brahma-gāyatrī 
traditionally has to do with cleanliness. $üdras may be doing ritually unclean work. Srila 


? We intentionally did not do extended research on the livelihood of brahmanas so as not to increase the volume 
of this paper. We focused on the mood and intention of the injunctions rather than specifics. 
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Prabhupada said: “By birth, everyone is a šūdra. Sadra means unclean.” (Morning Walk — June 
14, 1974, Paris) 


In Šrīmad-bhāgavatam 10.23.43-44 we find a description of women as unclean: 


nasam dvijati-samskaro 
na nivaso gurav api 
na tapo natma-mimamsa 
na šaucam na kriyah subhāh 


The brahmanas’ wives are described as na šaucarh. Women have regular times of ritual impurity, 
and, besides that, if they have young children they will be constantly touching impure things 
such as diapers and saliva. It would be difficult for women of child-bearing age, therefore, to 
chant gāyatrī three times a day in a ritually pure state. The occupation of caring for young 
children may also make it difficult for women to strictly adhere to specific timings to chant 
gāyatrī. 


Such problems of cleanliness may apply to both men and women in the modern working 
world. Most people who work outside their homes couldn't apply ritual cleanliness at least to 
the chanting of their noon gāyatrī, and might have job-related time constraints, as well. 
Muslim countries deal with this problem by having a culture in which stopping work for 
prayer at specific times and having rooms for cleaning and so forth are very accepted. 


In any case, women in general and those who work in offices, factories, etc. would certainly 
have challenges in following rules of timing and cleanliness for gāyatrī, especially noon gayatri. 
Such practical considerations might have been part of the long-standing reasons for them not 
receiving the Brahma-gāyatrī. 


In regard to such considerations of ritual purity, we find two examples in the pastimes of $ri 
Caitanya Mahaprabhu where he disregarded such prohibitions. One was where he embraced 
Sanatana Goswami when the latter's body was covered by oozing sores. Sanatana had avoided 
the main road where he might touch Jagannatha's pūjārīs and pollute them—an avoidance that 
pleased the Lord. Yet, the Lord Himself hugged the apparently polluted body—indeed, made a 
habit of doing so. Another instance is where Lord Caitanya danced with the dead body of 
Haridasa Thakura. Generally, a dead body, what to speak of a dead body of someone considered 
"Muslim," would be ritually impure. But we find no suggestion that Mahaprabhu observed the 
prevailing rules of contamination after dancing with Haridasa Thakura's dead body. 


Srila Prabhupāda's only recorded or written instruction regarding women's monthly ritual 
impurity is as follows in a letter to: Amsu: — Vrindaban 13 August, 1974: 
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According to the smārta vidhi, women cannot touch deity during menstrual 
period but the goswāmi viddhi allows. But it is better not to do it. One thing is 
that the sevā can never be stopped for any reason. This also for the cooking. 


After $rila Prabhupāda gave the gāyatrī mantras to disciples in Boston in May, 1968, he gave the 
following instructions: 


The next morning, when we were all comparing what Guru Mahārāja had said to 
us after he whispered the mantras into each of our right ears, we discovered 
that to most of us, both men and women, he had said, "Take a shower after 
passing stool and keep your nails cut short.” However, to me he had simply said, 
"So, business is increasing." At first I thought he meant that since I was already 
busy with many services for him, now there would be still more to do. Later, 
when I looked up the subject of gayatri-mantras in Teachings of Lord Caitanya, I 
discovered that in the mantra there was another spiritual business beyond the 
realm of its external utterance. Sincere recitation of the mantra is the source of 
an unlimited spiritual treasure, bestowing an experience of the transcendental 
pastimes of the Lord and His associates, while beckoning the reciter to join with 
Them. I became convinced that it was this business that Guru Maharaja was 
referring to.”' 


Clearly, $rila Prabhupāda felt that women and those of various occupations were able 
to meet the standards of cleanliness that he gave as the baseline for receiving the 
Brahma-gayatri and doing service for the Deity. 


Importance of sarnskāras 


In Civilization and Transcendence (Ch. 10), $rila Prabhupada writes: 


The real aim of sarhskāras is to bring a rascal to the platform of knowledge. 


janmanā jāyate šūdrah: by birth, everyone is without any knowledge. The purpose 


of samskaras is to gradually bring a person who has no knowledge of spiritual life 
to the spiritual platform. 


? Jadurani dasi, The Art of Spiritual Life: A Memoir, New Delhi, Gauravani Publications, 2019, p. 


137 
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So, having these samskaras (purificatory processes) is a preparation for spiritual life. In this 
wedding lecture on November 17, 1971, Delhi, $rila Prabhupada mentions how vaidika dīksā was 
given to someone in terms of sarhskāras, not just birth in a brahmana family in terms of biology: 


So in this Krsna consciousness movement, everything is being performed 
according to the scriptural injunction. It is not that we are manufacturing 
something. 


yah sastra-vidhim utsrjya 
vartate kama-karatah 
na sa siddhim avapnoti 

na sukham na param gatim 


[Bhagavad-gītā. 16.23] 


So, our initiation, our accepting a disciple as brāhmaņa, they are all strictly 
according to Vedic injunctions. In this Kali-yuga, there is no vaidika dīksā, 
because vaidika dīksā depends on the persons being a, I mean to say, sanctified 
brāhmaņa. A sanctified brahmana means that before his birth, the garbhadhana- 
sarhskāra is observed. If it is not observed, then he immediately falls down to the 
category of šūdra. Kalau šūdra sambhava. 


It is of note that while establishing the importance of samskaras in a family to be a brahmana, 
Srila Prabhupāda, as usual, asserts that the brahminical initiations he gave—that included the 
Brahma-gayatri mantra—were done "according to Vedic injunctions." 


Birth, gender, and varna restrictions apply only to non- 
Vaisnavas 


Even though there are some places in sastra where the qualification for the Brahma-gayatri is 
by birth, there are also many objections to qualifications by birth. While presenting codes of 
behavior, Hari-bhakti-vilāsa distinguishes between ladies and šūdras who are Vaisnavas and 
those who are not: 


ato nisedhakam yad yad vacanam šrūyate sphutam 
avaisņava-param tat tad vijfieyam tattva-darsibhih (5.453) 


Translation: Therefore, wherever restrictive statements are to be found in scriptures 
[regarding südras or women], those statements are understood by the learned souls as 
applicable to non-Vaisnavas only. 
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yathā— 
brahmanasyaiva pūjyo ’ham šucer apy asucer api 
stri-Sudra-kara-samsparso vajrad api suduhsahah 
pranavoccaranaccaiva salagrama-silarcanat 
brāhmaņī-gamanāc caiva śūdraś candalatam iyat (5.454 - 455) 


Translation: For example, the Lord says, —I am to be worshipped only by the brahmanas, 
whether they are clean or unclean. The touch of the hands of a woman or Sidra is worse than a 
thunderbolt to me. If a šūdra utters the pranava [om], worships the salagrama-sila, or cohabits 
with a brahmana lady, then such a Sidra will attain the more degraded status of a dog-eater. 


As anyone familiar with Srila Prabhupāda's teachings knows, he frequently made the point 
that one's birth, family, and previous samskaras or lack of them was not considered as 
qualification for chanting the gayatri mantras he gave. As he says in this initiation lecture: 


So this is a chance given by the pāficarātrika system. It doesn't matter how he is 
born. Nobody is responsible for his birth, but everyone is responsible for his 
work. So you work like a brahmana, like a Vaisnava, and chant Hare Krsna, and 
chant this Gayatri mantra, and your life will be sublime. So don't neglect it. You 
are being initiated according to the order of our predecessors, Caitanya 
Mahāprabhu, prthivite ache yata nagarādi grama [Caitanya-bhāgavata Antya 4.126]. 
[^In every town and village of the world, the chanting of My name will be 
heard.] (Brahminical initiation lecture, May 25, 1969 New Vrindaban) 


Here is an example from Srimad-bhagavatam, Srīmad-bhāgavatam 4.31.10 purport where Srila 
Prabhupada rejects consideration of birth, with reference to šāstra: 


In our Krsna consciousness society, unless one is twice initiated—first by 
chanting Hare Krsna and second by the Gayatri mantra—he is not allowed to 
enter the kitchen or Deity room to execute duties. However, when one is 
elevated to the platform on which he can worship the Deity, his previous birth 
does not matter. 


candalo 'pi dvija-srestho 
hari-bhakti-parayanah 
hari-bhakti-vihinas ca 

dvijo ‘pi Svapacadhamah 


“Even if one is born in the family of a candala, if one engages in the devotional 
service of the Lord, he becomes the best of brahmanas. But even a brahmana who 
is devoid of devotional service is on the level of the lowest dog-eater.” If a 
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person is advanced in devotional service, it does not matter whether he was 
born in a caņdāla family. He becomes purified. As Sri Prahlada Maharaja said 
(Srimad-bhagavatam 7.9.10): 


viprad dvi-sad-guna-yutad aravinda-nabha- 
padaravinda-vimukhat $vapacam varistham 


Even if one is a brahmana and is qualified with all the brahminical qualifications, 
he is considered degraded if he is averse to worshiping the Supreme Personality 
of Godhead. But if a person is attached to the service of the Lord, he becomes 
glorified even if he is born in a caņdāla family. Indeed, such a caņdāla can deliver 
not only himself but all his family predecessors. Without devotional service, 
even a proud brahmana cannot deliver himself, and what to speak of his family. 
In many instances in the šāstras it is seen that even a brāhmaņa has become a 
ksatriya, vaisya, šūdra, mleccha or non-brahmana. And there are many instances of 
one's being born a ksatriya or vaisya or even lower and, in the eighteenth year, 
attaining elevation to the brahminical platform by the process of initiation. 
Therefore, Narada Muni says in $rimad-bhagavatam 7.11.35: 


yasya yal laksanam proktam 
pumso varnabhivyafijakam 
yad anyatrāpi drsyeta 
tat tenaiva vinirdiset 


It is not a fact that because one is born in a brahmana family he is automatically 
a brahmana. He has a better chance to become a brahmana, but unless he meets 
all the brahminical qualifications, he cannot be accepted as such. On the other 
hand, if the brahminical qualifications are found in the person of a südra, he 
should immediately be accepted as a brahmana. To substantiate this there are 
many quotations from Bhāgavatam, Mahabharata, Bharadvaja-samhita and the 
Paficarātra, as well as many other scriptures. 


Srila Prabhupāda differentiates in this Room Conversation of August 7, 1971 in London, 


between the "universal idea" of the Vaisnavas and those who consider birth a qualification. He 


thus distinguishes Vaisnavas from followers of Sankaracarya, who only award sannyāsa to 
those born of brahmana lineage: 


Sankara had no universal idea, but still the Sankarites, they won't accept outside 
brāhmana caste. They won't allow sannyāsa unless he's a caste brahmana. It is still 
going on. That is their strict principle. Now it is dwindling—that is a different 

thing. But we Vaisnavas, we, according to Bhagavad-gītā, whatever one may be, if 
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he takes shelter of Krsņa consciousness he's eligible to go back to home, back to 
Krsna. 


mam hi partha vyapasritya 
ye 'pi syuh papa-yonayah 
striyo vaišyās tathāsūdrās 
te 'pi yanti param gatim 
[Bhagavad-gità 9.32] 


(end Room Conversation) 


Some might think that Srila Prabhupada's mood that he consistently exhibited was meant to 
be a temporary emergency tactic and that he wants us to eventually institute activities related 
to varna by birth. But he didn't want us to implement Manu-smrti statements as evidenced in 
the following quote: 


According to the Manu-samhita you are all mlecchas and yavanas. You cannot 
touch the Manu-sarhhitā, what to speak of translating it. So if you try to follow 
the Manu-samhita then you become a mleccha and yavana and your career is 
finished. (Secretary's letter to Madhusudana on behalf of $rila Prabhupada, 19 
May 1977.) 


Srila Bhaktivinoda Thakura writes in Jaiva Dharma, chapter 3: "The varnas are 
determined by nature, birth and actions. When varna is determined only by birth, the 
purpose of the system is destroyed." 


As $rila Prabhupada explains in his lecture on Bhagavad-gītā 4.12-13 on July 29, 1966, in New 
York: 


Similarly, Lord Caitanya also says the same thing, and Krsna also says the same 
thing. Never it is, He is stressing on birth. Birth is no consideration. Nobody is 
responsible for his birth...If I want to enter into the kingdom of God, or Krsna, if 
we want to be Krsna consciousness, there is no impediment...Because it is 
transcendental subject matter, it does not depend on any material condition...So 
it is open for everyone. Catur-varnyam maya srstam [Bhagavad-gītā 4.13]. That is a 
chance given, that you can become a brāhmaņa, you can become a great devotee 
of Lord Krsna, and you can become the spiritual master of the world. 


In fact, $rila Prabhupāda had such a singular focus on the spiritual qualifications as opposed to 
the bodily designations and birth, that it can be called his signature approach. In his purport to 
Nectar of Instruction verse 6, $rila Prabhupāda denounces the practice of discriminating against 
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“American goswamis.” It would be uncharacteristic of Srila Prabhupada’s movement to rescind 
Srila Prabhupada’s pronouncement, “You are not this body” or limit it only to the males, etc. 


Claims without pramanas for why there are restrictions on 
birth and gender 


In our research into practices both of ISKCON preachers and of those in other Gaudīya groups, 
we encountered some claims without pramāņas about the effect of chanting the Brahma- 
gāyatrī, with reasons why women or südras or non-brāhmaņas should not chant it. Those claims 
or statements are not listed here so as not to inadvertently give them credence. Some of the 
same claims were encountered multiple times from a number of preachers in various groups, 
which might appear to give them a level of authority. Some are found in published books. It is 
wise, in general, to apply a large amount of caution, and possibly total rejection, to claims that 
have no support from šāstra or previous ācāryas. Of course, disciples may accept statements 
from their guru as authoritative even without any citation of šāstra or the works of previous 
ācāryas. However, it is best if ISKCON preachers do not repeat unsubstantiated statements or 
use them as a basis for bhakti practices. 


Implications for ISKCON 


It should be fairly obvious that adopting restrictions on dīksā and mantras according to birth, 
family lineage, family sarhskāras, occupation (assuming one's occupation is not involved with 
the four sinful activities), and gender would disqualify the vast majority of ISKCON's current 
and potential members from receiving the Brahma-gayatri. If such restrictions were fully 
applied according to šāstra, most of ISKCON's members also could not chant $rila Prabhupada's 
pranam mantra, Sri Isopanisad, many Bhāgavatam or Bhagavad-gītā verses, or anything containing 
the pranava. It should be obvious that such a situation is not Srila Prabhupada's desire. Indeed, 
it would take the "I" out of ISKCON. At the same time, ISKCON members can respect and 
acknowledge the genuine advantages for spiritual life that come from birth in brahmana and 
Vaisnava families. Gradually, ISKCON members are founding family lineages where bhakti-yoga 
is an intrinsic part of life. 


Qualifications in bhakti-yoga 


When going through these qualifications in bhakti-yoga, we do well to always remember that 
all good qualifications are due to the mercy of guru. We should never be proud of our so-called 
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qualifications, and always strive to display Vaisnava qualities. As stated in Srimad-Bhagavatam 
6.2.35: 


so ‘ham tatha yatisyami 
yata-cittendriyanilah 
yatha na bhüya atmanam 
andhe tamasi majjaye 


Translation: I am such a sinful person, but since I have now gotten this opportunity, I must 
completely control my mind, life and senses and always engage in devotional service so that I 
may not fall again into the deep darkness and ignorance of material life. 


Purport: Every one of us should have this determination. We have been elevated to an exalted 
position by the mercy of Krsna and the spiritual master, and if we remember that this is a great 
opportunity and pray to Krsna that we will not fall again, our lives will be successful. 


Devotion, faith, and dedication 


While the Hari-bhakti-vilasa, as quoted earlier, makes reference to prohibitions on non- 
Vaisnava sūdras and women worshiping the Deity, it also contains injunctions that allow 
women and persons of any varna to receive all mantras and initiations if such persons have 
devotion to guru, faith, and dedication, as we can see in these references: 


tantrikesu ca mantresu diksayam yositam api 
sadhvinam adhikāro 'sti Sadradinam ca sad-dhiyam (1.194) 


Translation: In all matters of initiations in mantras given in tantras, saintly ladies have all 
rights, and so do the südras and others who have dedicated their intelligence to serving their 
spiritual masters.” 


agamoktena margena stri-sudrair api pujanam 
kartavyam šraddhayā visņoš cintayitva patim hrdi (1.195) 


Translation: Through the path shown in the āgamas, ladies and šūdras can also worship the 
Deities. They should faithfully perform such worship, thinking about their respective Lords in 
their hearts. 


strinam apy adhikāro 'sti visnor aradhanadisu 


? The word adhikārah (“rights”) is to be noted in the original Sanskrit. Sat-dhiyam indicates those who meditate on 
truth or are absorbed in the truth. 
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pati-priya-hitānām ca šrutir esa sanātanī (1.197) 


Translation: Ladies who desire the benefit of their husbands too have all right to conduct the 
worship, etc., of Lord Visnu. This is the verdict of the eternal sruti. (Again, the word adhikārah 
is to be noted in the original Sanskrit.) 


agastya-samhitayam šrī-rāma-mantra-rājam uddisya— 
šucivratatamāh šūdrā dharmika dvija-sevakah 
striyah pati-vratas canye pratilomanulomajah 
lokās candala-paryantah sarve ’py atrādhikāriņah (1.198) 


Translation: In the Agastya Samhita, indicating the Sri-rama-mantra-rdja, it is said, —All have 
equal qualification for this mantra, whether they be a šūdra who is dedicated to his vows and 
eager to serve the brahmanas, ladies who are dedicated to their husbands, or dog-eaters who 

are born of any type of marriage (pratiloma or anuloma). 


Thus, we find in various parts of the same authoritative source sections regarding qualification 
by birth, and sections that downplay or outright deny the importance of birth. $rila 
Prabhupada consistently favored the latter. 


Honesty 


One traditional qualification to receive gāyatrī involves not birth, but truthfulness, as in this 
well-known account that $rila Prabhupada tells during one of his early initiations of disciples 
into the gayatri mantras: 


the pāficarātrika system, it gives chance to a person, if he has got symptoms. Just 
like this boy has got the symptom to become a brahmana, to be Vaisnava. Just 
like in the Jabala Upanisad. This, by symptoms, he was accepted brahmana, a 
small boy like this. Satyakama Jabala. Satyakama. He went to Gautama Muni: 
"My dear sir, will you initiate me?" Just like this boy can ask us. Oh, he was very 
kind: "Oh, yes. Very nice boy. What is your father's name?" "Oh, I do not know." 
"Oh, just ask your mother. Go." Mother says, "I do not know whose son you are." 
He came back. "What your mother says?" "Oh, Mother says she does not know 
who is my father.” "Oh, you are brahmana. Oh, you are brahmana. Come on. I 
shall initiate you." He was so truthful. That is real symptom of brahmana, satya, 
Sama. He does not disclose that "I do not know." Everyone will try to hide if he 
does not know his father's name. But here is a boy, “Oh,” he said, “Oh, you are 
brāhmaņa. Come on. I shall initiate you." This is laksaņa, symptom. "Such a 
truthful boy. Never mind what he is born, how he is born." This system is not 
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new. Therefore, we shall have to accept by the symptom. If one is inclined to go 
to Krsna—he is chanting, he is doing, following the principles—then, according 
to Nārada's version, yasya hi yal laksaņar syāt, here is the laksana, symptom, 
varnábhivyafijakam, to understand to what class he belongs. Now, he is truthful— 
he belongs to the brahmana class... The laksana is there; the symptom is there. 
Yasya hi yal laksanarh varnabhivyanjakarh tat tenaiva vinirdiset [$rimad-bhagavatam 
7.11.35]. ... If he is a liar, immediately he is paficama, less than šūdra. You see? So 
these things were done. People have misused the whole thing: "Now I am born 
of a brahmana. By force I am brahmana." (Brahminical Initiation Lecture — May 
25, 1969, New Vrindaban) 


In the above instance, $rila Prabhupada, as he generally did, quotes šāstra to 
substantiate his point about truthfulness over birth and body as the qualification to 
receive the gāyatrī mantras. 


Advancement in regulative devotional practice 


Srila Prabhupāda instituted a simple system in ISKCON for deciding on the qualification for 


receiving gayatri mantras, as he explains in this Room Conversation in Columbus, Ohio on May 


14, 1969: 


Allen Ginsberg: In Bhagavad-gita Krsna says, "Among poetic meters, I am 
Gayatri." 


Prabhupada: Yes. Gāyatrī is the origin of Vedic knowledge. Without Gāyatrī, 
nobody is accepted as competent to study. That is the beginning, spiritual 
master, dvija, second birth. First birth by the father and mother, second birth by 
the spiritual master, father, and mother, Gayatri. 


Allen Ginsberg: Do you teach Gayatri mantra to your disciples also? 
Prabhupada: Yes. Not in the beginning. When they are little advanced. 
Here $rila Prabhupada succinctly explain his qualification standards: 


Iam arranging how the Gayatri mantra should be given to the advanced 
students. You can simply let me know how many of our students are fit for this 
purpose. Unless one is strictly following the first initiation process and 
following the regulative principles, one should not be recommended for the 
Gāyatrī mantra. (Letter to Yamunā and Gurudāsa Los Angeles April 16, 1970) 
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In this letter to Nityananda dāsa from Rome on May 27, 1974, $rila Prabhupada gives 
the following as a qualification: "Especially if one cannot even rise early for mangala 
āratī he should never be given brahminical initiation." 


Srila Prabhupāda here includes a time period and reiterates that both “boys and girls” are to 
be initiated with the Gayatri mantra. 


So then this is the beginning of initiation, and those who have chanted at least 
for one year, then the next initiation is to offer him Gayatri mantra. Some of the 
students, boys and girls, will be offered this Gayatri mantra. (Initiations and 
Gayatri of Devotees Going to London — August 11, 1968, Montreal) 


Sincerely eager to chant the mantra 


In the following purport to Caitanya-caritāmrta Madhya 24.331, $rila Prabhupada specifically 
discusses when women, südras, and others not in brahminical occupations are qualified to 
receive dīksā mantras. His criterion is eagerness. He writes as follows: 


The following injunction is given in the Hari-bhakti-vilasa (1.194) regarding 
mantra-adhikara, the qualification for receiving mantra initiation: 


tantrikesu ca mantresu diksayam yositam api 
sādhvīnām adhikāro ’ sti sudradinam ca sad-dhiyam 


“Sudras and women who are chaste and sincerely interested in understanding 
the Absolute Truth are qualified to be initiated with the pāricarātrika-mantras.” 
This is confirmed by Lord Krsna in the Bhagavad-gītā (9.32): 


mam hi partha vyapasritya ye ' pi syuh papa-yonayah 
striyo vaišyās tathā šūdrās te ' pi yanti param gatim 


“O son of Prthā, those who take shelter in Me, though they be of lower birth— 
women, vaisyas [merchants] and šūdras [workers]—can attain the supreme 
destination." 


If one actually wants to serve Krsna, it doesn't matter whether one is a südra, 
vaisya or even a woman. If one is sincerely eager to chant the Hare Krsna mantra 
or dīksā-mantra, one is qualified to be initiated according to the pāficarātrika 
process. However, according to Vedic principles, only a brahmana who is fully 
engaged in his occupational duties can be initiated. Südras and women are not 
admitted to a vaidika initiation. Unless one is fit according to the estimation of 
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the spiritual master, one cannot accept a mantra from the pāficarātrika-vidhi or 
the vaidika-vidhi. When one is fit to accept the mantra, one is initiated by the 
pāficarātrika-vidhi or the vaidika-vidhi. In any case, the result is the same. 


At least ten or twelve years old 


In a room conversation with a Sanskrit professor, on August 13, 1973, in Paris, $rila 
Prabhupada said, "Ten to twelve years. That is the Vedic system. Twelve years old, he can be 
initiated." 


In his purport to Šrīmad-bhāgavatam 2.3.22, Srila Prabhupāda wrote: 


One should worship the Deity with one's family, following the directions and 
regulations of arcana-vidhi. Any member of the family who is above twelve years 
of age should be initiated by a bona fide spiritual master, and all the members of 
the household should be engaged in the daily service of the Lord. 


Šāstra courses and degrees 


Srila Prabhupāda gave many reasons for wanting a program of graduated šāstra degrees. Several 
times he linked the bhakti-sastri degree to receiving the gayatri mantras, as in the following 
conversation on a morning walk on January 6, 1976, in Nellore: 


Prabhupada: Whatever books we have got, it should be studied. Bhakti-sastri 
means Nectar of Devotion, Bhagavad-gita, Nectar of Instruction, Beyond Death—in this 
way we select some ten books. That is bhakti-sastri. 


Acyutananda: So when will that... 


Prabhupada: Then we come to Bhagavata, then we come to Caitanya-caritamrta, 
in this way. 


Acyutananda: That'll be wonderful. 


Prabhupada: So from next year, unless one passes bhakti-šāstrī, he cannot be 
second-initiated. First initiation is open for everyone: "Come on. Chant Hare 
Krsna." That will purify him. Then let him understand what is bhakti. 
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Yašodānandana: This is very good, because then those that will become 
second..., those that will have second initiation will have to know the scriptures, 
will have to know your books. 


Prabhupada: Yes, that is... Now there is... 


Mahāmsa: And unless they know your books, they will never be fixed-up 
devotees. 


Prabhupada: Yes. 


Acyutananda: Many times people give second initiation because they need a 
pūjārī in the temple. 


Prabhupada: No. 
And this letter to: Tusta Krsna — Bombay 9 January, 1976: 


All our brahmanas and anyone wanting to become brahmana, will have to sit for 
examination once a year at Mayapur. They will be expected to know Bhagavad- 
gītā, Nectar of Devotion, Nectar of Instruction, Sri I$opanisad, a book soon to be 
published on Deity worship, as well as all the small paperbacks. If they pass the 
examination they will be awarded Bhakti-šāstri certificate. 


At the same time, $rila Prabhupada emphasized that these exams were optional, not 
mandatory, as in the following letter to Svarüpa Damodara, January 10, 1976, from Bombay: 


I have also suggested for the G.B.C.'s consideration, that we introduce a system 
of examinations for the devotees to take. Sometimes there is criticism that our 
men are not sufficiently learned, especially the brāhmaņas. Of course, second 
initiation does not depend upon passing an examination. How one has molded 
his life — chanting, attending āratī, etc., these are essential. 


And in this letter to Satsvarüpa Maharaja, February 3, 1976, from Mayapur: 


Regarding the examinations, the idea is that anyone, after studying the books, 
who wants to gain the title of Bhakti-sastri, can take the exam. This is academic 
— just like a brahmana with $astric knowledge and a brahmana without. It is 
optional — one who wants may take. 


The main point here is that one possible qualification for receiving the Brahma-gayatri 
mantra and other mantras at dīksā is demonstrated proficiency in šāstra. This 
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gualification does not depend on the varņa status of one's occupation or on gender, or 
any other such consideration. $rila Prabhupada had this qualification open to 
"anyone." 


Chanting the Lord's Holy Name qualifies one as a 
brahmana 


While the holy name and gāyatrī mantras are given at the time of initiation, $rila Prabhupada 
prepared and qualified persons for initiation by giving them the holy name. As he writes in his 
purport to Caitanya-caritāmrta Ādi 7.128: “One who chants omkara no longer remains a šūdra but 
immediately comes to the position of a brahmana." 


The relationship between qualifications in 
bhakti-yoga and those of varna, samskaras, and 
lineage 


It is not sufficient to be twice-born by birth, qualities, and even initiation. One should also be a 
Vaisnava. Otherwise, as stated in Srimad-bhagavatam 11.5.5: 


vipro rajanya-vaisyau va hareh praptah padantikam 
šrautena janmanathapi muhyanty amnaya-vadinah 


On the other hand, brahmanas, ksatriyas and vaisyas, even after being allowed to 
study the Vedas by receiving Vedic initiation, become bewildered since they 
interpret the meaning of the Vedas. (trans. Bhanu Swami) 


The transformative process of diksa 


Regardless of what one was prior to receiving dīksā from a bona-fide Vaisnava guru, the 
process of dīksā is transformative. In the following purport to Srimad-bhagavatam 5.1.35, Srila 
Prabhupada quotes this well-known verse about how, just as bell-metal can become like gold 
through alchemy, so through dīksā one can have the qualities of a dvija, those who are twice- 
born: 


yatha kaficanatam yati 
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kamsyam rasa-vidhanatah 
tathā dīksā-vidhānena 
dvijatvam jāyate nrnam 


[Hari-bhakti-vilasa 2.12] 
$rila Prabhupāda then explains the import of that verse as follows: 


When a person, even though a caņdāla, is initiated by a pure devotee into 
chanting the holy name of the Lord, his body changes as he follows the 
instructions of the spiritual master. Although one cannot see how his body has 
changed, we must accept, on the grounds of the authoritative statements of the 
šāstras, that he changes his body. This is to be understood without arguments. 
This verse clearly says, sa jahāti bandham: "He gives up his material bondage." 
The body is a symbolic representation of material bondage according to one's 
karma. Although sometimes we cannot see the gross body changing, chanting 
the holy name of the Supreme Lord immediately changes the subtle body, and 
because the subtle body changes, the living entity is immediately freed from 
material bondage. After all, changes of the gross body are conducted by the 
subtle body. After the destruction of the gross body, the subtle body takes the 
living entity from his present gross body to another. In the subtle body, the 
mind is predominant, and therefore if one's mind is always absorbed in 
remembering the activities or the lotus feet of the Lord, he is to be understood 
to have already changed his present body and become purified. Therefore it is 
irrefutable that a candala, or any fallen or lowborn person, can become a 
brāhmaņa simply by the method of bona fide initiation. 


As Rapa Goswami states: dīksāsti cet pranatibhis ca bhajantam īšam šušrūsayā (Upadesamrta 5), one 
should offer humble obeisances to the devotee who has undergone spiritual initiation [diksa] 
and is engaged in worshiping the Deity. In his purport in the Nectar of Instruction, $rila 
Prabhupada comments: 


The process by which a devotee becomes attached to Krsna is described in 
Caitanya-caritamrta (Antya 4.192): 


diksa-kale bhakta kare atma-samarpana 
sei-kale krsna tare kare atma-sama 


Translation: At the time of initiation, when a devotee fully surrenders to the 
service of the Lord, Krsna accepts him to be as good as He Himself. 
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Of course, it is not a matter of formality. As $rimad-Bhagavatam comments in his purport to 
Nectar of Instruction verse 5, after quoting the above verse: 


When a person is serious about accepting dīksā, he must be prepared to practice 
austerity, celibacy and control of the mind and body. If one is so prepared and is 
desirous of receiving spiritual enlightenment (divyam jfianam), he is fit for being 
initiated. Divyam jfiānam is technically called tad-vijitāna, or knowledge about the 
when one is interested in the transcendental subject matter of the Absolute 
Truth, he should be initiated. Such a person should approach a spiritual master 
in order to take dīksā. Srimad-Bhagavatam (11.3.21) also prescribes: tasmād gurum 
transcendental science of the Absolute Truth, he should approach a spiritual 
master." 


One should not accept a spiritual master without following his instructions. Nor 
should one accept a spiritual master just to make a fashionable show of spiritual 


life. 
Is a Vaisnava also in a particular varna? 


The view of Lord Caitanya Mahaprabhu and the Gaudīya 
Vaisnava acaryas 


The view that there is only one varna for Vaisnavas—which, practically, means that there is no 
varna for Vaisnavas—is one of the unique aspects of our tradition. It is emphasized again and 
again by our ācāryas, not just in contrast with the caste-conscious ‘Smartas’, but also in contrast 
with other Vaisnava traditions. In the Rahasya-traya-sāra, for example, Vedanta Dešika (a Sri 
Vaisnava guru/philosopher and one of the most brilliant stalwarts of Sri Vaishnavism in the 
post-Ramanuja period) argues that Vaisnavas should certainly be honored in accordance with 
the degree of their devotion, irrespective of caste, but their devotion does not eradicate caste 
distinctions. "The idea that devotees of Visnu have the same caste,’ he writes, ‘is a foolish 
claim. [...] Equality due to the destruction of such things as caste will happen only at the time 
of liberation." Especially in regard to social customs, he says that Vaisnavas should uphold 
such social conventions, and each Vaisnava 'should not discard their castes; they should 
render service to the Lord according to what is prescribed as competent for that caste.’ (N. 
Raghunathan (translator), $rimad Rahasyatrayasāram of Šrī Vedānta Dešika, Madras, The Samskrita 
Academy, p. 563; slightly modified) 
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By contrast, as quoted in the previous section, Sri Caitanya Mahaprabhu claims that one who 
has received dīksā is transcendental and of the same guality as the Lord. 


Our tradition has always emphasized this point and argued that the caste of Vaisņavas is of no 
real conseguence. Bhaktisiddhānta Sarasvatī in particular liked to cite a verse that is found in 
many of the texts of our ācāryas: “[...] one who thinks of caste (jāti) in relation to a Vaisņava [...] 
is a resident of hell" (vaisnave jati-buddhih... yasya và nārakī sah). (Padma Purana)? 


$rila Rüpa Gosvami argues that the practice of sadhana-bhakti destroys one's karma, which 
includes the manifest (prārabdha) karma, which is the body. (Bhakti-rasamrta-sindhu 1.1.21-22) 
He cites the Srimad-bhagavatam (3.33.6) in support: even a ‘dog eater’ who chants Krsna’s name, 
praises him, bows down to Him or merely remembers Him once 'becomes at once eligible for 
Soma offerings’. This is, he explains, because the ‘bad birth’ (durjāti), which is generally 
considered to disqualify one from performing Soma rituals, is destroyed by the engagement in 


bhakti. 


The commentaries on this section are interesting and to some degree relevant to this 
discussion. $rila Jiva Gosvāmī, following the lead of $ridhara Svāmī, argues that, even though 
an 'outcaste' person who engages in devotional practice destroys all his karma—including the 
‘manifest’ (prārabdha) karma of the ritually impure body in which he was born—and is thus 
technically eligible for such ritual, as the $rimad-bhagavatam claims, such an ‘outcaste’ 
Vaisnava should nevertheless not perform Vedic ritual. The reason is that he would not have 
performed the required rituals to grant him the status of being a 'twice-born' (dvija)—such as 
the upanayana—which would ordinarily have been undergone during childhood and which 
every brahmana is required to observe in order to be eligible for Vedic ritual. 


Visvanatha Cakravarti, however, is more radical in his view. Yes, he argues, an 'outcaste' 
Vaisnava should not perform Soma rituals, but not because he is unqualified for them in any 
way. Rather, it is merely because he would not have faith ($raddha) in such acts—and, as Krsna 
teaches in the Bhagavad-gità (17.28), anything done without faith is, as it were, non-existent 
(asat)! Moreover, he argues, brahmana Vaisnavas who do perform such Vedic rituals, he says, 
only do so because they do not wish to create controversy among the non-Vaisnavas. To argue 
otherwise, he says, is to offend the Vaisnavas. 


In other words, the Vedic tradition (which includes varnasrama) is not synonymous with the 
Vaisnava tradition. The Vaisnava tradition includes the Vedic tradition, but is beyond it. This 
relationship between the Vedic and Vaisnava traditions is what Bhaktisiddhanta Sarasvati 


? Srila Prabhupāda quoted this verse in his purports many times, e.g., in purports to Srimad Bhāgavatam 2.4.18, 
4.21.12, 5.17.14, 10.3.46; and to Caitanya-caritāmrta Ādi 7.115, Madhya 15.277 and 20.217, as well as Antya 4.191 and 
6.294, 
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Thākura also taught, repeatedly, and why we cannot reduce his innovation of awarding the 
Brahma-gāyatrī and the sacred thread to the Vedic system of varņa. 


We would expect that all bona fide gurus and lines in the Gaudīya sampradāya consider the 
position of a Vaisņava superior to the position of a brāhmaņa and teach that perfection of life 
reguires only being a devotee ofthe Lord without any reguirement of also being designated as 
a brahmana. Yet, many Gaudīya lines today only give the designation of "brahmana" to those 
born in brahmana families. In general in the Gaudīya Vaisnava sampradāya, dīksā and varņa are 
unrelated. Varna is not a prerequisite for dīksā. 


In fact, the Caitanya-caritāmrta Antya, 16.13 denotes a particular Vaisnava as südra due to being 
born in a šūdra family. Thus, a person can be a Vaisnava as well as a šūdra by birth according to 
this verse of the Caitanya-caritamrta. 


Generally, dīksā also does not change a person's occupational means of livelihood, unless the 
previous livelihood was sinful. Some confusion of dīksā and varna designation may be 
inevitable, as receiving dīksā allows a disciple to formally worship the Deity. As $rila Rüpa 
Gosvami writes in Upadesamrta verse 5: 


diksasti cet praņatibhis ca bhajantam īšam 


Srila Prabhupāda translates the above as “the devotee who has undergone spiritual initiation 
[diksa] and is engaged in worshiping the Deity." A person who is a brāhmaņa in terms of varna 
also has the adhikara to worship the Deity, and we often use the term "brahminical initiation." 
Yet, a devotee's engagement in Deity worship includes an essential preliminary practice of 
bhüta-suddhi, or non-identification with the body and any material designations. In the official 
ISKCON manual for Deity worship, this meditation begins with nāham vipro, "I am not a 
brāhmaņa.” (Padyāvalī 74, quoted in Caitanya-cāritāmrta Madhya 13.80) 


Sanatana Goswami defines a Vaisnava as follows in his purport to Brhad Bhagavatamrta 1.1.12: 


The standard definition of Vaisnava is given in the Padma Puràna (Svarga-khanda 
31.112-113): 


sāngam sa-mudram sa-nyasam 
sa-rsi-cchanda-daivatam 
sa-diksa-vidhi sa-dhyanam 
sa-yantram dvadasaksaram 
astaksaram athanyam va 
ye mantram samupasate 
jfíeyas te vaisnava loka 
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visnv-arcana-ratah sadā 


"Vaisnavas should be understood to be those who regularly worship Lord Visņu 
and chant either the twelve-syllable visnu-mantra, the eight-syllable mantra, or 
some other mantra of His. They should have properly received the mantra 
through initiation and, along with the mantra, should have been instructed in 
the secondary rituals and the hand gestures and bodily markings pertaining to 
the mantra. Such Vaisnavas should know about the meter in which the mantra is 
recited, the sage who transmitted the mantra, the Deity the mantra worships, the 
method of preliminary meditation on the mantra, and the symbol by which the 


mantra is visually represented." 


Srila Prabhupāda on the apparent varna of a devotee and 
receiving gayatri dīksā 


$rila Prabhupāda would sometimes write or speak of an equivalency between Vaisnavas and 
brahmanas, as in this translation and purport of $rimad-bhagavatam 4.21.38: 


brahmanya-devah purusah puratano 

nityam harir yac-caranabhivandanat 
avapa laksmim anapayinim yašo 

jagat-pavitram ca mahattamagranih 


Translation: The Supreme Personality of Godhead, the ancient, eternal 
Godhead, who is foremost amongst all great personalities, obtained the 
opulence of His staunch reputation, which purifies the entire universe, by 
worshiping the lotus feet of those brahmanas and Vaisnavas. 


Purport: The Supreme Person is described herein as brahmanya-deva. Brahmanya 
refers to the brahmanas, the Vaisnavas or the brahminical culture, and deva 
means "worshipable Lord." Therefore, unless one is on the transcendental 


? In his commentary on Srimad-bhagavatam 1.2.4, Srila Vigvanath Chakravarti Thakura lists the necessary 
preliminaries before chanting Vedic mantras. The meter of Srimad-bhagavatam is said to be gāyatrī (because of the 
initial allusion to the Gayatri). Bhanu Swami comments on his translation of Srila Vi$vanath Chakravartī 
Thakura’s commentary: Before reciting a mantra or a scripture, it is customary to utter the name of the sage who 
revealed the mantra (in this case Vyasa), the meter (gāyatrī), the form of the Lord who is the subject of the mantra 
(Krsna), the bija of the work or mantra (om), the šakti of the work or mantra (Sarasvati), the adhisthātr-devatā or 
presiding Deity of the work or mantra (Nara-narayana), and the purpose of uttering the mantra. Srila Jiva Gosvami 
writes about the gāyatrī meter in his commentary on Srimad-bhagavatam 1.1.1: chando'tra gāyatrī jieyah—dhīmahi 
ity uktatvena tayaivārabdhatvāt (“The chandas (meter) of the book is known as gāyatrī, because it is used in the very 
first verse.”) 
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platform of being a Vaisņava or on the highest platform of material goodness (as 
a brāhmaņa), he cannot appreciate the Supreme Personality of Godhead. 


Here is a Room Conversation on June 5, 1974 in Geneva where Šrīla Prabhupāda writes of 
making all his disciples brahmanas: 


Yes, but we do not keep him südra. A devotee is no longer südra. We are creating 
brāhmaņas. Just like these Europeans and Americans. They, according to Manu- 
samhitda, are mlecchas, yavanas. But we are not keeping them mlecchas and 
yavanas. Just like these European and American boys. They are accepting the 
Vedic regulative principles: no illicit sex, no meat-eating, no intoxication, no 
gambling. So they are no more südras or caņdālas. They are brahmanas. 


Yet, while saying his disciples are brahmanas, $rila Prabhupada did not want or expect all his 
disciples to necessarily earn their livelihood by doing brahminical jobs. Therefore, in trying to 
understand the relationship between being a Vaisnava and having a varna, one may raise the 
question as to whether or not one can call a Vaisnava a südra if one's livelihood is in the 
category of südra work, or if one is a paid employee even in a non-südra type of career (such as 
university professor or judge or business owner). The following letter from $rila Prabhupada 
to Gopala Krsna dāsa, on April 27th, 1974 from Hyderabad is especially instructive when we 
consider the historical context of ISKCON at this time. There was preaching and sentiment 
against householder life, women in general, and married men starting in 1974, though it didn't 
reach its peak until sometime later. Gopala Krsna dasa was, at the time, a householder, 
working for an advertising agency. $rila Prabhupada had initiated him into the gayatri mantras 
years before this letter was written: 


"There is no question of a devotee becoming a šūdra if he does certain work. No, 
a devotee is never a südra. He is transcendental. Because their activity is done in 
transcendental loving service unto the Lord, it is all on the transcendental 
plane, Brahma bhūyāya kalpate. [Bhagavad-gità 14.26] You should not quit your 
present job, it is good service to Krsna. Although you may be working hard, you 
are always working for Krsna; so do not be confused about your position and 
never forget Krsna in any circumstances." 


From another angle of vision, a Vaisnava is not a brahmana, either, and thinking in that 
way is a hellish mentality. As Srila Prabhupāda explains in this lecture on Sri Caitanya- 
caritamrta, Ādi-līlā 7.5, on March 7, 1974 in Māyāpur: 


These are naraki buddhi. Vaisnave jati-buddhih. The Deity as material, sila-dhih, 
considering as metal or stone or wood, and gurusu nara-matih, and guru as 
ordinary human being... Vaisnave jati-buddhih: a Vaisnava, to consider, "Here is 
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American Vaisnava and here is a brāhmaņa Vaisnava..." No, Vaisnava is 
Vaisnava. This is absolute.” 


In his purport to Srīmad-bhāgavatam 4.21.37 Srila Prabhupāda says: 


The simple definition of Vaisnava is given by $ri Caitanya Mahaprabhu: a person who 
immediately reminds one of the Supreme Personality of Godhead, Krsna, is a Vaisnava. 
In this verse, both Vaisnavas and brahmanas are mentioned. A Vaisnava is a learned 
brāhmaņa and is therefore designated as brahmana-Vaisnava, brahmana-pandita or as a 
Vaisnava and brāhmaņa. In other words, a Vaisnava is supposed to be a brāhmaņa 
already, but a brahmana may not be a pure Vaisnava. When a person understands his 
pure identity, brahma jānāti, he immediately becomes a brahmana. In the brahmana 
stage, one's understanding of the Absolute Truth is mainly based on the impersonal 
view. When a brahmana, however, rises to the platform of personal understanding of 
the Supreme Godhead, he becomes a Vaisnava. A Vaisnava is transcendental even to a 
brāhmaņa. In the material conception, the position of a brahmana is the highest in 
human society, but a Vaisnava is transcendental even to a brahmana. 


Srila Prabhupāda perfectly explains the relationship between being a Vaisnava, externally 
working in a particular varna, and receiving gayatri dīksā, including the Brahma-gayatri, in this 
morning walk on April 20th, 1974, in Hyderabad: 


Nitai: He was on the airplane when we were coming here to Hyderabad. And he 
was asking what our program was. And I was telling him that first of all, in order 
to relieve the confusion of society, we wanted to establish the Vedic culture 
with this varnásrama system. And he asked me what would be the program that 
we would have for a man who works in the factory. 


Prabhupada: He is a šūdra. 
Nitai: Would we retrain him as a farmer? 


Prabhupada: No, if he is prepared. If not, let him remain. But we can utilize that 
šūdra also. 


Nitai: He can remain in the factory. But simply we would... 


Prabhupada: Yes. But he cannot do the work of a brahmana. He cannot be 
trained as a preacher. But he can help. Just like my legs. The legs cannot do the 


* Here Srila Prabhupada is referring to the same verse from Padma Purana mentioned in the previous section, 
which he cites in the purport to Srimad Bhāgavatam 2.4.18 and several other purports. 
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work of brain, but it can help me; I am walking. So leg is as important as the 
brain. Similarly, šūdra is as important as the brāhmaņa, provided he helps the 
movement, Krsna conscious. That is wanted, not that artificially a šūdra should 
be working as a brahmana. No. But everyone should be engaged in Krsna 
consciousness. That is required. 


Nitāi: So in that case, he is a südra, and he is also doing the work of a... 


Prabhupada: Then he is not a šūdra. One who is engaged in Krsņa's service, he is 
neither brāhmaņa nor šūdra. He is devotee. He is brahma-bhüta. Brahma-bhūyāya 
kalpate [Bhagavad-gītā 14.26]. Apparently, he looks like šūdra. Just like we have 
got so many men from different quarters, but we do not belong to that quarter 
anymore. Vaisnave jati-buddhih. Therefore, anyone who takes, "Oh, here is an 
American Vaisnava, here is an Indian Vaisnava," that is nārakī. He is Vaisnava. 
That understanding required. 


Maharhsa: Just like that devotee who was making garlands for Krsna. 
Prabhupada: Yes. 

Maharhsa: He is a devotee. He is not a šūdra making garlands. 
Prabhupada: No. He is not an ordinary gardener. 


Paficadravida: Or that devotee who was making leaf bowls for worshiping the 
Ganges. 


Prabhupada: Any engagement, any engagement for Krsna, he is Vaisnava. If he 
is under the guidance of his spiritual master and doing the business according to 
direction, he is Vaisnava. He is above all these. 


Paficadravida: A südra, if he is working, he cannot take brahmana initiation, but 
he can take hari-nama, is that it? 


Prabhupada: Just like sometimes our men, my devotee, they wash the cupboard. 
Does it mean he is a mehtar? No. He can go to the Deity room also. He is not a 
mehtar, or sweeper. But sometimes we do that. So devotee is above all these 
consideration. But because there is management, they should appear as 
brāhmaņa, as šūdra, as ksatriya, like that. 


sa gunan samatityaitan 
brahma-bhūyāya kalpate 
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mām ca yo 'vyabhicāreņa 
bhakti-yogena yah sevate 


[Bhagavad-gītā. 14.26] 


A devotee, because he is working as a šūdra, he is not a šūdra; neither he is a 
brahmana. He is already in the spiritual platform. But for management we have 
to do that. One can do the südra's work nicely—let him be engaged in that way. 
Why he should imitate? 


Maharhsa: Does he get second initiation? 
Prabhupada: Everything he will get. 
Maharnsa: He gets. 


Prabhupada: Yes. Second initiation means recognized: "Now he has become 
fully competent Vaisnava." Just like master is teaching the servant, "Now you 
give massage in this way, this way." But that does not mean he has become 
servant. 


Paficadravida: What if the südra..., person working as südra says, “I can do so 
much. I can..." 


Prabhupada: First of all, try to understand. A devotee is neither brahmana nor 
šūdra. He may act like a südra, but he is not südra. He may act like a brahmana; he 
is not brahmana. He is Vaisnava. Just like gopis. The gopis, they are village 
cowherd women. They are, according to social construction, they are not very 


high class. They did not belong to the brahmana class. But their worship, method 


of worship, has been taken the highest. Ramya kacid upāsanā vrajavadhü-vargena 
[Srinath Cakravarti, Caitanya-manjusa 1]. They were village girls, and practically 
their character was also not good, because at dead of night they are going to 
Krsna. But why they have been taken as the most..., topmost devotee of Krsna? 
Because the love was so, I mean, high class. It is the test, how much one has 
learned to love Krsna. That is wanted. Apparently he may appear as a brāhmaņa, 
a Sidra or vaišya. It doesn't matter. It doesn't matter. The only business is to see: 
sa vai purhsāri paro dharmo yato bhaktir adho... [Srimad-bhagavatam 1.2.6]. 
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In this morning walk on November 2, 1975 in Nairobi $rila Prabhupāda clarifies that initiation 
is spiritual, unrelated to varņa designations: 


Brahmānanda: Is it possible for a woman to become a brāhmaņa? 
Prabhupada: He is... Woman is a brahmana's wife. Then she is automatically a brahmana. 


African man (6): Suppose she doesn't want to get married for the rest of her life, just 
wants to serve the Lord? 


Prabhupada: So in his spiritual position everyone is a brahmana. 
Brahmananda: But you give brahminical initiation to unmarried women. 


Prabhupada: Yes. But on spiritual point she is brahmana. On the spiritual platform there 
is no such distinction. 


Although there were certainly times that $rila Prabhupada conflated Vaisņavas and brāhmaņas, 
or Vaisnava dīksā and brahminical life, there were also many times when he distinguished 
between them, as in this discussion on varņāšrama on a morning walk on March 12, 1974, in 
Vrndavana: 


Tamala Krsna: In our centers we are awarding brahmana initiation, second 
initiation... 


Prabhupada: No, no. Initiation should go on. Even... You do not understand what 
I have said, that that is for Vaisnava. A Vaisnava and Visnu... Just like Krsna is 
Visnu, He's not human being, but He was acting like human being; similarly, 
Vaisnava is transcendental, but for proper management of the material world, 
one should be acting like brahmana, one should be acting like ksatriya. That is 
required. Just like actually we are doing so. Some of you are preaching, and 
some of you are cleansing the temple. It does not mean that a sannyāsī who is 
preaching, he is better than that man who is cleansing. The... Their position as 
Vaisnava is the same. But for the management, one is cleansing, one is seeing 
the construction, one is going to preach—like that. That should be there. It is 
not that "Because I have taken sannyāsa, therefore I cannot anymore do 
anything." If need be, he has to act as ksatriya, or a südra. It doesn't matter. 


In the above quote, $rila Prabhupada clearly distinguishes between having people externally 
work in a particular varna and receiving Vaisnava dīksā into the gayatri mantras, including 
Brahma-gāyatrī. There are also times when $rila Prabhupāda indicates that those who are not 
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mature in devotional service benefit from varnasrama designations, e.g., as Srila Prabhupada 
discussed with Hari-šauri dāsa in 1977. 


Mediation, resolution, or reconciliation of paradox, apparent 
contradiction, and multiple views on varna 


As initiation into chanting the Brahma-gāyatrī mantra and conceptions of being a brahmana are 
related, we have explored whether and how a Vaisnava is in a particular varna. In doing so, 
evidence and quotes we have cited in this paper may appear to be contradictory or confusing. 
What do we mean when we call a second-initiated devotee in ISKCON a brahmana? We 
therefore turn to the hermeneutic principle: Insight emerges through apt dialogue, and 
through mediation, resolution, or reconciliation of paradox, apparent contradiction, and 
multiple views. As SAC member Krsna Ksetra Swami wrote in our hermeneutical materials 
about this principle: 


If a positive culture of dialogue is maintained, differing or multiple views can be 
conducive to enriched understanding of an issue. When there are varied views, 
mature devotees will take this as an indication that the truth lies somewhere 
amidst such views, not necessarily in the form initially assumed by any of the 
participants in discussion. Also, while acknowledging differences among the 
views, they will look for similarities and common ground, as promising areas for 
arriving at an understanding. They will also show patience, aware that it may 
not necessarily happen that clear understanding emerges from a given 
discussion; rather, it could take several discussions, possibly over a longer time, 
before clear understanding emerges. Sometimes unresolved issues persist 
because they are ill-conceived in the first place, requiring re-framing; and 
sometimes what is needed is to clarify and bring to the surface what is the 
unspoken, deeper issue behind an immediate issue. Related to this point, 
sometimes what is needed is to clarify what precisely is at stake, and for whom. 
This may involve recognizing and distinguishing between political interests and 
theological/philosophical questions (while also acknowledging that these may 
not be so easily separated). Also it may be helpful, when faced with multiple, 
strongly held views, to determine which of the hermeneutic tools offered in this 
program are being implicitly applied. By making these explicit, it may be 
possible to discern a better way to apply the tools, with possible application of 
additional interpretive tools. 


To apply the above hermeneutic principle, we will use the hermeneutic tools of "considering 
the statements of sadhu-sastra-guru from many angles of vision" and "determine the meaning 
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of a word or phrase (among several possible meanings) according to the author's intent." In 
doing so, we note that categories of varna are used in three ways: 


birth and family heritage along with upanayana 

2. a person's nature, means of livelihood, and commensurate dharma, along with 
upanayana 

3. levels of spirituality and freedom from the modes of nature, along with upanayana, used 
as synonymous with Vaisnava 


1) Brāhmaņa defined as birth and family heritage along with upanayana. Evidence: Caitanya- 
caritamrta Madhya 1.193: brahmana-jati tara, navadvipe ghara — “The brothers Jagai and Madhai 
belonged to the brahmana caste, and their residence was in the holy place of Navadvipa." Also 
Srimad-bhagavatam (10.86.53) says clearly — brahmano janmanā šreyān — "By his very birth, a 
brāhmaņa is the best of all living beings in this world.” 


2) Brāhmaņa defined as a person's nature, means of livelihood, and commensurate dharma 
along with upanayana. Evidence: Bhagavad-gita 4.13: catur-varnyam maya srstam, guna-karma- 
vibhagasah, translation: According to the three modes of material nature and the work 
associated with them, the four divisions of human society are created by Me. 


Also Hari-bhakti-vilasa 9.260: 


šukla-vrttis ca 
$ri-visnu-dharmottare trtiya-kande — 
pratigrahena yal labdham yajyatah šisyatas tatha 
gunanvitebhyo viprasya šuklam tat tri-vidharh smrtam” 


Translation: And now sukla-vrtti (earning by respectable means). In the third kāņda of the 
Visnu-dharmottara-puràna, it is said —For a brahmana, three types of sukla-vrtti are — (a) 
whatever is obtained as charity during a yajfia (sacrifice), (b) or from a disciple or (c) from a 
qualified person. 


And $rila Prabhupāda's purport to Caitanya-caritāmrta Madhya 4.111: ^A grhastha-brahmana 
partaking of the varņāšrama-dharma institution can secure various types of paraphernalia to 
worship Lord Visnu through his honest labor." 


* In addition, Hari-bhakti-vilāsa 9.263: kramāgatam prīti-dānarh práptari ca saha bhāryayā avisesena sarvesam dhanam 
suklam prakirtitam Translation: Also there are three types of šukla-vrttis which are allowed for all four varnas — (a) 
obtaining something in inheritance, (b) obtaining something as charity from a beloved and (c) obtaining wealth as 
dowry bought by one's wife. 
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3) Brāhmaņa defined as levels of spirituality and freedom from the modes of nature, along with 
upanayana, used as synonymous with Vaisnava. Evidence: Hari-bhakti-vilasa 2.12: 


yatha kaficanatam yati 
kamsyam rasa-vidhanatah 

tatha diksa-vidhanena 

dvijatvam jayate nrnam 


Translation: As bell metal, when mixed with mercury, is transformed to gold, a person, even 
though not golden pure, can be transformed into a brahmana, or dvija, simply by the initiation 
process. 


Also, Srila Prabhupāda's purport to Srimad-Bhagavatam 3.16.4: 


The formula is brahma janatiti brahmanah. A brahmana is one who has understood 
Brahman, and a Vaisnava is one who has understood the Personality of 
Godhead. Brahman realization is the beginning of realization of the Personality 
of Godhead. One who understands the Personality of Godhead also knows the 
impersonal feature of the Supreme, which is Brahman. Therefore one who 
becomes a Vaisnava is already a brahmana. 


Sometimes, as in the conversation in Nairobi in 1975 quoted previously, the same term is used 
in more than one way from one sentence to the next.” 


Regarding the first way of understanding “brahmana,” birth designations of varna, including 
considering gender, are clearly irrelevant to Srila Prabhupāda in relation to giving the 
Brahma-gayatri to a disciple, and equally clearly do not change after diksa. We are warned not 
to judge devotees by such birth and bodily designations (Upadesamrta, Verse 6). 


In regards to the second way of understanding “brahmana,” in relation to an individual's 
nature, means of livelihood, and commensurate dharma, we find that Srila Prabhupada 
consistently stated that such criteria were not relevant to receiving gāyatrī dīksā. Nor would 
such considerations change after dīksā. Indeed, in a number of cases, Srila Prabhupada wanted 
his second initiated disciples to continue to work at a variety of outside employment. He also 


” There can be fourth definition of brahmana that is not relevant to the context of this paper. In the spiritual 
world devotees may appear as belonging to the various varnas as part of lila. Narada and Uddhava discuss in Brhad- 
bhāgavatāmrta 3.5.64-70 that the residents of the spiritual world have no designations of varna and āšrama. Yet, the 
Lord appears like a dutiful householder king and devotees appear to be brahmanas , vaisyas, etc.. "Oh, how very 
curious that this Lord plays in the highest abode above Vaikuntha the same way as in the world of mortals, just to 
satisfy His dear devotees!” (verse 70 translation) 
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wanted his second initiated disciples to render a variety of services within ISKCON that could 
be categorized as being in any of the four varņas. 


It is in the third definition of understanding “brahmana,” that dīksā is notably transformative, 
changing a person into a brahmana and beyond any type of designation. What changes is that 
the devotee gets the opportunity to go above passion and ignorance and finally to 
transcendence. As Srila Prabhupada writes in his purport to S$rīmad-bhāgavatam 1.2.20: 


„Success is possible when one is above the modes of passion and ignorance, or, 
in other words, when one is actually a brahmana by qualification. A brahmana is 
the symbol of sattva-guna, or the mode of goodness. And others, who are not in 
the mode of goodness, are either ksatriyas, vaisyas, šūdras or less than the šūdras. 
The brahminical stage is the highest stage of human life because of its good 
qualities. So one cannot be a devotee unless one at least qualifies as a brahmana. 


Will a devotee who is now above the modes, or below that, in sattva-guna, then do brahminical 
work for a livelihood, or exhibit the psychophysical nature of a brahmana in terms of 
occupational duty?? If we use the Bhagavad-gita as our guide, the choice is not to follow one's 
nature or to externally take up the occupations of a brāhmaņa. In Bhagavad-gītā 3.33 it is clear 
that one's tendency to a particular type of work and nature does not change upon becoming a 
devotee of the Lord: 


sadršam cestate svasyah 
prakrter jfíanavan api 

prakrtim yanti bhütani 
nigrahah kim karisyati 


Translation: Even a man of knowledge acts according to his own nature, for everyone follows 
the nature he has acquired from the three modes. What can repression accomplish? 


In verse 18.59, Krsna makes a similar point: te prakrtis tvam niyoksyati—you will follow your own 
nature regardless of surrender or not. 


Rather, in $rimad-bhagavatam 11.2.36: 


kayena vaca manasendriyair va 
buddhyatmana vanusrta-svabhavat 


* Šāstra does not give direction that one should try to change one’s nature in terms of occupational duty. The 
notable example of someone who did so is Vi$vamitra Muni. We note that changing his occupational duty from 
ksatriya to brahmana took him thousands of years, and was difficult, with at least two instances where he fell from 
the meditative practice he was engaged in to make that transformation. (Vālmīki Rāmāyaņa Bāla 56.24-65.19) 
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karoti yad yat sakalarh parasmai 
narayanayeti samarpayet tat 


Translation: In accordance with the particular nature one has acquired in conditioned life, 
whatever one does with body, words, mind, senses, intelligence or purified consciousness one 
should offer to the Supreme, thinking, "This is for the pleasure of Lord Narayana." 


The above is the choice—to work for Krsna or for our false ego. Arjuna is not directed to act 
externally like a brahmana in mood or occupational duty. He is directed to use his nature as a 
ksatriya in transcendence. As we quoted above from $rila Prabhupada in Nairobi (November 2, 
1975): “in his spiritual position everyone is a brahmana."? Arjuna's ksatriya activities are not 


? Pürnacandra Goswami writes on Bhagavad-gità 4.19-24 in his Gītāmrta: ‘The sages say that such a person is a 
worker for whom the reactions of work have been burned up by the fire of perfect knowledge. Such a man of 
understanding acts with mind and intelligence perfectly controlled and gives up all sense of proprietorship over 
his possessions. He acts only for the bare necessities of life and is satisfied with gain which comes of its own 
accord. His work merges into transcendence. Therefore Arjuna, your work of fighting, if done in knowledge, is 
like a brahmana offering a sacrifice in a temple. Your bow Gandiva is the spoon, your arrows are the ghee and the 
Kaurava army is the fire. You are the brahmana in this sacrifice Arjuna and by your complete absorption in this 
meditation you will certainly reach the spiritual kingdom." 


Mahabharata Udyoga Parva 139.29-49 (including many Sanskrit terms for various specific roles in the yajfia), Karna 
speaking to Krsna: "O thou of Vrsni's race, a great sacrifice of arms is about to be celebrated by Dhrtarāstra's son. 
Thou, O Janardana, will be the upadrastr of that sacrifice. The office of adhvaryu also, O Krsna, in that sacrifice, will 
be thine. The ape-bannered Bibhatsu accoutred in mail will be the hotr. (His bow), Gandiva will be the sacrificial 
ladle, and the prowess of the warriors will be the clarified butter (that is to be consumed). The weapons called 
Aindra, Pasupata, Brahma, and Sthünakarna, applied by Arjuna, will, O Madhava, be the mantras (of that sacrifice). 
Resembling his father, or perhaps, excelling him in prowess, Subhadrā's son (Abhimanyu) will be the chief Vedic 
hymn to be chanted. That destroyer of elephant ranks, that utterer of fierce roars in battle, that tiger among men, 
the exceedingly mighty Bhima, will be udgātr and prastotr in this sacrifice. King Yudhisthira of virtuous Soul, ever 
engaged in japa and homa, will himself be the Brahmā of that sacrifice. The sounds of conchs, tabors, and drums, 
and the leonine roaring rising high in the welkin, will be the calls upon the invited to eat. The two sons of Madri, 
Nakula and Sahadeva, of great fame and prowess, will be the slayers of the sacrificial animals; rows of bright cars 
furnished with standards of variegated hue, will, O Govinda, be stakes (for tying the animals), O Janardana, in this 
sacrifice. Barbed arrows and nālīkas, and long shafts, and arrows with heads like calf's tooth, will play the part of 
spoons (wherewith to distribute the soma juice) while tomaras will be the vessels of soma, and bows will be pavitras. 
The swords will be kapālas, the heads (of slain warriors) the purodāšas and the blood of warriors the clarified 
butter, O Krsna, in this sacrifice. The lances and bright maces (of the warriors) will be pokers (for stirring the 
sacrificial fire) and the corner stakes (for keeping the fire-wood from falling down). The disciples of Drona and 
Krpa, the son of Saradvata, will be the sadasyas (assisting priests). The arrows shot by the wielder of Gandiva and 
by (other) mighty car-warriors,and by Drona and Drona's son, will play the part of ladles for distributing the soma. 
Satyaki will discharge the duties of the chief assistant of the adhvaryu. Of this sacrifice, Dhrtarastra's son will be 
installed as the performer, while this vast army will be his wife. O thou of mighty arms, when the nocturnal rites 
of sacrifice will begin, the mighty Ghatotkaca will play the part of the slayer of (devoted) victims. The mighty 
Dhrstadyumna, who sprang into life from the sacrificial fire, having for its mouth the rites celebrated with 
mantras, will, O Krsņa, be the daksiņā of that sacrifice. For those harsh words, O Krsna, that I said before unto the 
sons of Pandu for the gratification of Dhrtarastra's son,—for that wicked conduct of mine,—I am consumed with 
repentance. When O Krsna, thou wilt behold me slain by Arjuna, then will the punašciti of this sacrifice commence. 
When the (second) son of Pandu will drink the blood of the loudly roaring Duhsasana, then will the soma-drinking 
of this sacrifice have taken place! When the two princes of Paficala (Dhrstadyumna and Sikhandi) will overthrow 
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driven by an ego in rajo guna. His activities are driven by love for Krsna, the Supreme Brahman. 
The term rājarsi, or king who was a ruler by occupation but a saint by disposition, speaks to 
this concept. We can, thus, say Arjuna is like a brahmana in the sense that he has transcended 
passion and ignorance. At the same time, it should be understood that even if Arjuna is 
denoted as brahmana-like in this definition, he never acted as a brahmana socially. Thus, this 
definition has no relevance when it comes to vyāvahārika (practical) social intercourse. 


Arjuna is continuously in Krsna's association; he is Krsna's intimate friend and devotee. An 
eternal associate of the Lord such as Arjuna is beyond the modes of nature and beyond the 
bounds of varnasrama. Such a devotee situated in transcendence has no duty to fulfill and has 
no obligation toward others. His only occupation is unalloyed service to the Lord. Yet, such a 
devotee performs his prescribed duties to set an example for others. As Krsna tells Arjuna in 
Bhagavad-gītā (3.17-18,20): 


yas tv atma-ratir eva syad 
ātma-trptaš ca manavah 
atmany eva ca santustas 
tasya karyam na vidyate 
naiva tasya krtenartho 

nākrteneha kascana 

na casya sarva-bhütesu 

kašcid artha-vyapāsrayah 


karmaņaiva hi samsiddhim 
āsthitā janakādayah 
loka-sangraham evāpi 

sampasyan kartum arhasi 


Translation: But for one who takes pleasure in the self, whose human life is one of self- 
realization, and who is satisfied in the self only, fully satiated—for him there is no duty. A self- 
realized man has no purpose to fulfill in the discharge of his prescribed duties, nor has he any 
reason not to perform such work. Nor has he any need to depend on any other living being... 
Kings such as Janaka attained perfection solely by performance of prescribed duties. 
Therefore, just for the sake of educating the people in general, you should perform your work. 


Drona and Bhīsma, then, O Janārdana, will this sacrifice be suspended for an interval. When mighty Bhīmasena 
will slay Duryodhana, then, O Madhava, will this sacrifice of Dhrtarastra's son be concluded." (Kishori Mohan 
Ganguli trans., numbered as Ch. 141) 
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Janaka Maharaja was not obliged to perform his duties as a ksatriya in the varnasrama system, 
nor was he driven by the modes of passion and ignorance. Yet, he engaged his skills and nature 
in service to Lord Krsna, for the pleasure of Krsna and to set an example for others. In his 
purport to Bhagavad-gità 3.17, $rila Prabhupada states that this teaching applies to all devotees 
who are fully Krsna conscious. 


A person who is fully Krsna conscious and is fully satisfied by his acts in Krsna 
consciousness, no longer has any duty to perform. Due to his being Krsna conscious, all 
impiety within is instantly cleansed, an effect of many, many thousands of yajfia 
performances. By such clearing of consciousness, one becomes fully confident of his 
eternal position in relationship with the Supreme. His duty thus becomes self- 
illuminated by the grace of the Lord, and therefore he no longer has any obligations to 
the Vedic injunctions. 


Jivana-muktas or fully Krsna conscious persons are not obliged to fulfill the Vedic occupational 
duties of any of the four varnas. The activities of a pure devotee are on the platform of suddha- 
sattva. Being firmly situated on that platform, they are obliged only to the Lord. 


As $rila Prabhupāda said in an Evening daršana, on July 11, 1976, in New York: 


„as soon as you become Krsna conscious, you become the best brahmana. That is 
also stated in the Bhagavad-gita: sa gunan samatītyaitān brahma-bhüyaya kalpate 
[Bg. 14.26]. He immediately becomes on the Brahman platform. And brahmana 
means one who knows brahma. Brahma jānāti iti brahmana. 


Will a devotee in ISKCON who receives brahminical initiation that includes the Brahma-gayatri 
mantra become a brahmana? Yes, in the sense of having a potential of living a life in sattva-guna 

and beyond, in transcendent Krsna bhakti. As Srila Prabhupāda writes in the purport to Srimad- 
bhāgavatam 1.2.2: 


Ultimately the aim of varnasrama-dharma is to turn a crude man into a pure 
devotee of the Lord, or a Vaisnava. Anyone, therefore, who becomes a Vaisnava 
accepted by the first-class Vaisnava, or uttama-adhikari Vaisnava, is already 
considered a brahmana, regardless of his birth or past deeds. 


In the sense of birth, one's parents and birth family remain as they are. In the sense of 
psychophysical nature, grhastha devotees will continue to have a livelihood that is suitable for 
their proclivities. In terms of occupational duty, grhastha devotees may spend as much or more 
time doing the activities of bhakti as they spend earning a livelihood. Some of these activities of 
bhakti resemble the livelihood of a brahmana, such as Deity worship and study of scripture. But, 
unless the grhastha devotee was already a brahmana in terms of livelihood, such bhakti activities 
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are not a means of sustenance. Devotees who are vānaprasthas and sannyāsīs do not have any 
karma-adhikāra in any varna, and therefore engage only in bhakti according to their taste under 
the direction of a spiritual master. They can be called brahmanas only under the definition by 
spiritual advancement. A similar situation occurs when devotees who worked in other than 
brahminical livelihoods when they were in the grhastha āsrama enter vānaprastha life and 
retire from occupational duties to engage fully in bhakti. Brahmacārīs in the traditional system 
have an education where they "understand the values of life along with taking specific 
training for a livelihood” ($rīmad-Bhāgavatam purport 2.7.6). Thus, while brahmacārīs may 
receive gāyatrī diksa and be brahmanas in terms of spiritual advancement, they still receive 
training and association as befits their individual proclivities for their occupational duties as 
future grhasthas. 


In conclusion, the understanding of what a brahmana means in terms of birth and family 
heritage, and the brahmana defined as a person who engages his nature as a means of 
livelihood by partaking in varna$rama-dharma, are both related to traditional varna definitions. 
But the brahmana defined in terms of levels of spirituality is of a superior pure spiritual nature. 
Because of being situated in transcendence, such a brahmana who is in bhakti has developed the 
superior qualities of a Vaisnava. In ISKCON our dīksā-gurus are not like traditional kula-gurus 
initiating people into an occupational or social designation, even if it is a social designation 
used in devotional service. They are Vaisnavas initiating people into a transcendent supra- 
mundane reality. 


Summary and Conclusions of Part Two 


It is important to note that, according to šāstra and tradition, someone who is not 
qualified to receive initiation into the Brahma-gayatri mantra would also not be 
qualified to receive and chant any Vedic mantra, or any mantra with om, the pranava. 


When the Brahma-gayatri is viewed as part of the varna-dharma of the brahmanas, then 
the qualifications for receiving it in dīksā and chanting it are related to brahminical 
qualifications in terms of varna. There are those who claim to be followers of the Vedas 
who understand such varna qualification to be strictly according to one's birth. Some 
such persons may define "birth" as only biological heritage, and others may add that 
the families must be performing the sarhskāras. Others may understand one's 
qualification to be a combination of birth, qualities, and way of livelihood. Those in any 
of these categories may include gender. Thus, they may disqualify a woman born in a 
brahmana family. They may even disqualify a woman who is not only born in a 
brahmana family, but who also has brahminical qualities as described in sastra, and who 
works brahminically as a scholar, etc. We in ISKCON philosophically define someone in 
91 


the social divisions (varņa-dharma) as a brāhmaņa according to a combination of 
samskaras (specifically gāyatrī-dīksā), qualities, and way of livelihood. 


When the Brahma-gāyatrī is viewed as part of bhakti-yoga, then according to sastra, as 
we find from $rila Prabhupāda's statements, the qualifications for receiving it in dīksā 
and chanting it are: time spent following the process of sadhana bhakti under the 
guidance of a spiritual master, devotion, faith, dedication, cleanliness, honesty, 
maturity (which can include being of a sufficient age), and a sincere eagerness to chant 
the mantra. 


It is easy to understand the confusion between the two viewpoints, because in ISKCON 
only those with gayatri dīksā are allowed to do services associated with brahmanas, such 
as Deity worship and yajfías. Furthermore, we also often call that initiation "brahmana 
initiation." Indeed, $rila Prabhupada expected followers of the Vedas outside of ISKCON 
to recognize those with gayatri initiation to be as good as or better than a brahmana by 
varna considerations. Yet, dīksā into the Brahma-gayatri and other mantras is not 
indicative of social position or varna, even putting aside birth entirely and just 
considering guna and karma. Devotees of Krsna who receive gayatri diksa may have 
propensities and livelihoods that appear to be in any of the varnas. At the same time, 
they are qualified to do the anīgas of bhakti that are also in the brahmana varna. Their 
designation of "brahmana" indicates the opportunity to be on the transcendent 
platform, not a social status in terms of varna. 


From a philosophical point of view, $rila Prabhupāda explains that a Vaisnava is above 
all varna designations and should not be considered in terms of varna, even that of a 
brāhmaņa. In Part Three there is further information on the relationship between 
Vaisnavas and brāhmaņas in terms of dīksā. 


Part three: Brahma-gayatri diksa 


Hermeneutic Overview of Part Three 


1.  visaya - topic: The Brahma-gayatri has been handed down as an initiation mantra in the 
Sārasvata-Gaudīya paramparā. 


2.  samsaya - doubt: Is initiation into the chanting of the brahma gāyatrī based on distinct 
considerations as compared to initiation into other sampradayic vaisnava-mantras? 


3. purvapaksa - one viewpoint: initiation into Brahma-gāyatrī is primarily a practice of 
varnāšrama, not so much of bhakti, and therefore it should be instituted and practiced primarily 
according to varņāsrama rules. 


4.  uttara-paksa - another viewpoint: In our society of ISKCON our founder-ācārya gave 
disciples the Brahma-gayatri according to principles of daivi-varnasrama and as a limb of bhakti. 


5. nirnayah - deciding in favor of a side: $rila Bhaktisiddhanta combined initiation into the 
Brahma-gāyatrī mantra with initiation into the sampradāya mantras, and $rila Prabhupāda 
continued and deepened that practice as he gave the mantras to qualified devotee men and 
women from all parts of the world irrespective of family backgrounds and varna designations. 


6. siddhānta- conclusion: For Bhaktisiddhanta Sarasvatī and for A.C. Bhaktivedanta Srila 
Prabhupāda, the inclusion of the Brahma-gayatri is part of a deep philosophical and šāstric 
based stance on the position of Vaisnavas and brāhmaņas. The practice is, therefore, an 
essential principle for their branch of the sampradaya. 


$rila Bhaktivinoda Thakura 


In order to understand dīksā in our line, we look at this relevant article where $rila 
Bhaktivinoda Thakura describes the mantra part of panca-samskara, the five elements of dīksā, 
which consist of tapa, nama, mantra, ürdhva-pundra, and yāga. The following is a translation of 
an article written in Bengali, entitled Panca-samskara, by Srila Thakura Bhaktivinoda. The 
article was originally published in his journal, Sajjana-tosani (vol. 2/ 1) in 1885: 


Out of affection, $ri Guru next gives a mantra that allows his student to 
experience easily the nectar of Sri Harināma. A mantra is a prayer that contains 
the name of the Supreme Lord that is inflected grammatically in the dative case, 
such as Krsnāya or Ramaya. The mantra also includes certain adjectives that 
qualify the name of the Lord, thus expressing a particular mood or taste. By 
giving a mantra, Sri Guru helps his sisya [disciple] taste Harinama, selecting a 
suitable mood or mellow for him. When we say namah, obeisance to $ri Hari, we 
employ the fourth, i.e. the dative, case ending. The dative case expresses the 
proper relationship between the worshipped, the worship and the worshipper, 
thus allowing the taste of $ri Harinama to be easily experienced. 


There is no end to the happiness of a person who has received mantra. Those 
who analyze the meaning of the Eighteen-syllabic mantra, generally used in the 
worship of $ri Krsna, know that the mantra is a condensed sampling of the taste 
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available from the Lord. The same also applies to the twenty-four-syllabic 
gāyatrī and other mantras, such as the Kāma-gāyatrī, that are used to worship the 
Lord. Those who have not received mantra can only speculate about the taste of 
Harināma, but unfortunately, most of their considerations are useless. 
Therefore, one must receive mantra. Those who have received mantra consider 
this the most important samskara. 


$rila Bhaktisiddhānta Sarasvati Thakura 


Summary of $rila Sarasvati Thakura's view 


The practice of awarding the Brahma-gāyatrī during Gaudīya Vaisnava initiation (dīksā) 
apparently goes back to $rila Bhaktisiddhanta Sarasvatī Thākura. He instituted this, and $rila 
Prabhupada followed this practice. $rila Sarasvati's Thakura's move was controversial, and 
received a lot of criticism, but also is very central to $rila Sarasvati Thakura's thinking and 
mission. 


Running through all of Srila Sarasvati Thakura's writings is a staunch criticism of jāti-gosātti, or 
those who have reduced brahmanism to seminal lineages regardless of qualifications: rather, 
they should be the guardians of the spiritual heritage of Vaisnavism, but they have become 
materialistic, power-hungry priests whose main interest is the promotion of their own 
families, their 'seminal lines'. Many Vaisnavas in colonial Bengal were of low caste, and were 
therefore looked down upon by these ‘caste’ brahmanas, but as he argued at length in his book 
Brahmana O Vaisnava ('Brāhmaņa and Vaisnava’), Vaisnavas—whatever their worldly, family 
background—were not only the ideal embodiment of brahminical values, but indeed superior 
to brahmanas. This is why he initiated his disciples not just in the Brahma-gayatri—for centuries 
the most potent symbol of brāhmaņism—but also gave his (male) disciples the sacred thread 
(upavita). 


This practice is not a detail, but an essential aspect of $rila Bhaktisiddhanta Sarasvati 
Thākura's teachings, which he underscored again and again. That previous generations of 
Gaudiya Vaisnavas may not have awarded the Brahma-gāyatrī at initiation (diksa) does not 
change this fact. $rila Prabhupada saw himself first and foremost as $rila Sarasvati Thakura's 
disciple (namas te sārasvate deve), who preached Šrī Caitanya Mahāprabhu's message as he 
received it from him (gaura-vāņi-pracāriņe). Given how important this point was to $rila 
Sarasvati Thakura, we should be very hesitant to just dismiss it. 
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Srila Prabhupāda said that we, as members of the Krsna consciousness movement, are all 
Sarasvatas: 


Sanatana Gosvami and Rüpa Gosvami belonged to the Bharadvaja-gotra, which 
indicates that they belonged either to the family or disciplic succession of 
Bharadvāja Muni. As members of the Krsna consciousness movement we belong 
to the family, or disciplic succession, of Sarasvati Gosvami, and thus we are 
known as Sārasvatas. Obeisances are therefore offered to the spiritual master as 
sārasvata-deva, or a member of the Sarasvata family (namas te sarasvate deve), 
whose mission is to broadcast the cult of Sri Caitanya Mahaprabhu (gaura-vani- 
pracāriņe) and to fight with impersonalists and voidists (nirvisesa-$ünyavadi- 
pāšcātya-deša-tāriņe). (Caitanya-caritāmrta Adi 10.84, purport) 


As is clear from what follows, $rila Bhaktisiddhānta Sarasvatī Thākura did not see the 
awarding of the Brahma-gāyatrī in terms of family lineage or varņa as it is commonly 
understood. This initiation had nothing to do with the nature of the disciple or his varņa, but 
rather everything to do with the nature of Vaisņavism. Indeed, he fought hard to defeat the 
view of Vaisnavism that thinks of Vaisņavas as belonging to a specific varņa. 


Distinction between Vedic initiation into Gāyatrī (second 
birth) and Vaisnava initiation (third birth) 


The following is from $rila Bhaktisiddhanta Sarasvati Thakura, Bráhmana and Vaisnava, Vrajraj 
Press, 1999, trans. Bhumipati dasa, ed. Pundarika Vidyanidhi dasa, "Appendix 1: Excerpts from 
the writings of $rila Bhaktisiddhanta Sarasvati Thakura", pp. 160-162, translating Sajjana- 
tosani, Vol 19, Part 7-8: 


"We know that apart from seminal birth, a living entity takes another birth in 
the family of an ācārya. When a living entity attains his second birth, he 
becomes freed from the condemnation of taking only one birth. The ācārya and 
Gayatri give him a second birth, called savitra.... 


"The twice-born student receives knowledge of the Vedas and Vedic literatures 
from the ācārya.... 


“Being under the control of insignificant greed or material enjoyment, a 
student returns home after completing his formalities with the ācārya simply to 
engage in fruitive activities. One who considers material assets very 
insignificant and useless for spiritual life and is attracted towards spiritual life 
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accepts brhad-vrata (celibacy) rather than returning home, or he returns home 
and accepts spiritual initiation. 


"The spiritual ācārya is known as guru. He awards third birth to the living 
entities by giving them initiation, in the form of imparting transcendental 
knowledge. In this third birth a person engages in spiritual cultivation and 
attains freedom from material conceptions. We have already discussed that a 
vamsa does not expand only through saukra-janma, or seminal birth, rather it 
also expands through sāvitra and daiksa janmas, or Vedic and spiritual 
initiations." 


Smartas unfavorable for devotional service 


"Many smārtas, who oppose each other, have taken birth in different places at 
different times. Until a living entity's spiritual perception is awakened, he 
considers the smārtas, who are travelers on the ascending path, as followers of 
Vedic literatures who are either worldly or devoid of service to Hari; but when 
he leaves behind the activities at different times and places of smārtas whose 
attempts are always unfavorable for devotional service, he continually follows 
the spiritual smrtis in the kingdom of devotional service. 


" „many superficial devotees follow Raghunandana's smrtis, which are against 
Vaisnava principles, and thus uproot their spiritual propensities....Although this 
spiritual community identifies itself as Gaudīya Vaisnava, members have in no 
way tried to safeguard the prestige of Sri Hari-bhakti-vilasa, which was compiled 
under the order of Sriman Mahaprabhu. Whenever they have had an 
opportunity to follow the smārta doctrine, which is opposed to the teachings of 
Sriman Mahāprabhu, they have readily accepted it. In this way they are 
accumulating Vaisnava aparadhas, totally uprooting the eternal truth, and 
permanently obstructing the path of devotional service to Krsna." 


Srila Bhaktisiddhānta Sarasvati Thakura, Brahmana and Vaisņava, Vrajraj Press, 1999, trans. 
Bhumipati dasa, ed. Pundarika Vidyanidhi dasa, "Appendix 1: Excerpts from the writings of 
Srila Bhaktisiddhanta Sarasvati Thākura”, pp. 167-168, translating Sajjana-tosani, Vol 24, Part 5- 
6 


The evidence against giving the Brahma-gāyatrī to women, and to men of lower varnas, comes 
from smrtis other than Hārita smrti and Hari-bhakti-vilāsa. In this light, it's particularly 
important to read the following passage from Srila Sarasvati Thakura, where he states in no 
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The guestion may now arise in the minds of many people that when the main 
foundations of the smrti writers is one, then why are the conclusive regulations 
different? In answer to this, we can say that the writers of the Vaisnava smrtis are 
servants of the Lord whereas the writers of the smrtis meant for persons attached to 
material enjoyment are sense gratifiers. The materialists have no taste or faith in the 
worship of the Lord. Therefore, it is impossible to get impartial regulations from such 
persons. 


Although the Hindu communities are forced to follow the regulations of ordinary 
smartas, the pure devotees who also belong to Hindu communities are not obliged to 
follow the smrtis of the materialists. In the society of devotees it is not possible to follow 
the Vaisnava smrtis and at the same time respect the smarta regulations. That would be 
simply a sign of weakness and foolishness. When due to the influence of their 
knowledge the devotee householders will come to understand their own literatures and 
prestige, then they will no longer be dependent on others. The devotees should lead 
their lives in Krsna's family according to the Vaisnava smrtis. Then the godless smartas 
will never be able to dominate them. 


If the Vaisnava devotees spend their lives following the instructions of the spiritual 
master, then there will be no possibility of disturbances in this world. 


Srila Bhaktisiddhanta Sarasvati Thakura, Brahmana and Vaisņava, Vrajraj Press, 1999, trans. 
Bhumipati dāsa, ed. Pundarika Vidyanidhi dasa, "Appendix 1: Excerpts from the writings of 
Srila Bhaktisiddhanta Sarasvati Thākura”, p. 178, translating Sajjana-tosani, Vol 18, Part 2 


Initiation, Varnasrama, and Brahmanas 


The most articulate and elaborate expression and defense of $rila Bhaktisiddhanta Sarasvati 
Thākura's practice of awarding Brahma-gayatri that we have come across is found not in the 
writings of $rila Bhaktisiddhanta Sarasvati Thakura himself, but in an article (or, rather, a 
series of articles) written by one of his leading disciples, Prof. Nishikanta Sanyal. The article, 
entitled ‘Who is a Brahmana?’, was published serially in The Harmonist, the official publication 
of the Gaudiya Math, of which $rla Sarasvati Thakura was the editor. (The Harmonist, XXVIII, 
No. 3, pp. 82-86; XXVIII, No. 4, pp. 121-126; XXVIII, No. 5, pp. 142-146; XXVIII, No. 8, pp. 244- 
247; and XXIX, No. 1, pp. 17-20. The final article states 'To be continued', but we have not 
found further installments.) $rila Sarasvati Thākura worked very closely with Sanyal, and was 
actively involved in Sanyal's literary career (indeed, it is tempting to think of Sanyal as one of 
the principal ‘mouthpieces’ of his guru). Anyone familiar with Srila Bhaktisiddhānta Sarasvati 
Thākura's tone of teaching will immediately recognize it in this passage. 
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Theentire article is worth reading, and pertinent to our current discussion. Still we have 


extracted some passages of it below that are of particular importance to the discussion. What 
comes before the first passage we cite is a long discussion on the imperfections of varnasrama 


as it is practiced today and on the importance, as well as the degradation, of brahmanas. 
In the second installment, Sanyal first discusses initiation: 


$ri Caitanya and His associates abstained from trying to change or reform the 
practices of society. This sensuous life cannot be reformed into the higher life. 
One has to enter the higher life by wholly discarding the mundane. $ri Caitanya 
enjoins the method of persuasive propaganda by word and conduct to wean the 
people of this world to the higher life. The literary work of His associates and 
followers embodying His teachings have come down to us. But the movement 
has been exploited from an early phase by ambitious worldly persons for 
antisocial purposes. This departure from the teaching and practice of $ri 
Caitanya proved necessarily unfortunate in its results and is even now a great 
stumbling block in the way of a right understanding of their real nature. 


True to the spiritual purpose of the varņāšrama institution, Sri Caitanya 
authorized the process of initiatory admission into the spiritual life. This was 
rendered practicable by the simultaneous appearance of a very large number of 
transcendental teachers in the company of the Supreme Lord. They taught the 
Truth to all those who were attracted by their supermundane personality to 
receive Him at their hand by the method of unconditional submission. Those 
who were so inclined were admitted by them into the spiritual life by the 
samskaras (purificatory ceremonies) of dīksā and upanayana prescribed by the 
paficarātra (the section of the Vedic literature containing the rational treatment 
of the five-fold spiritual knowledge). Sri Caitanya did not follow the hereditary 
method of the dharma-sastras which they themselves declare to be unsuitable for 
the present highly polemical Age, which is given to hair-splitting arguments for 
defending rank materialism. $ri Caitanya and His associates did not try to 
supplant the hereditary brahmanas as leaders of secular society. The Lord 
vanquished their leaders in controversy and in the immortal literary works of 
His associates and followers transmitted to all succeeding generations a 
complete and systematic presentation of the life of pure service to the Lord. 


$ri Caitanya recruited His followers from all ranks of the people irrespective of 
caste, creed or color. They were initiated into the spiritual life by the 
ceremonies of dīksā and upanayana, by the rationalistic method of the paficarātra. 
The test of disposition alone was accepted by Him in determining eligibility for 
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upanayana. The claim of heredity was ignored as being unsuitable and forbidden 
by the Scriptures for the Iron Age. Thus was formed a vast association of 
individuals, recruited from all classes of the people, who were admitted into the 
spiritual life by submitting to receive the same by the method of unconditional 
submission to the bonafide transcendental ācārya. All this is in strict accordance 
with the special scriptural dispensation for the Iron Age. All recruits were 
hereby automatically lifted to the status of a brahmana in the real sense of the 
term as possessing the proved spiritual disposition by the testimony of the 
bonafide transcendental teacher. This is the spiritual varnasrama institution 
(daiva varnasrama dharma) which can contain, as in the Satya Yuga, only one 
Spiritual varna, viz. that of the brahmanas, all the rest being südras. It is also an 
association of individuals and is wholly outside and independent of the 
hereditary social or domestic arrangements which are the products of history. It 
is the actual realisation in the life of the individual of the pregnant principle of 
the Gītā which may be rendered by the beautiful words of the Christian Gospel, 
"Leave all and follow Me." (The Harmonist, XXVIII No. 4, p. 125-126) 


In the next installment (The Harmonist XXVIII No. 5, p. 142), Sanyal continues on this theme, 
and again states that "the daiva varnasrama ‘institution’ thus consists of one varna or class, viz. 
that of the spiritually disposed (brahmanas)." Essential to attain this stage, as was already said, 
is ‘unconditional submission’ to the guru, and initiation (dīksā) is essential for this. It is then 
that he discusses the relationship between pāficarātra dīksā (when the Vaisnava gāyatrīs are 
received) and Vedic upanayana (when the Brahma-gāyatrī is received). As he explains in the 
passage below, the latter is preparatory to the former, and when it is seen and practised in this 
way the 'Vaisnava' upanayana (which he calls the daiksya sāvitra, ‘the upanayana that belongs to 
the diksa’) is fundamentally different from that performed by the materialistic, ‘seminal’ 
brahmanas (which he calls the šaukra sāvitra, ‘the upanayana that is related to the semen’). 


He writes: 


When the disposition to serve the Truth fully manifests itself, then and then 
only the Spiritual teacher is in a position to impart the Spiritual vision to the 
disciple. The Spiritual vision is thus closely associated with the disposition to 
serve. The Spiritual vision cannot, indeed, be had except by grace. The 
disposition to serve implies this. Hence the necessity of dīksā or initiation by the 
Spiritual preceptor. But the dīksā should not be supposed to be a limited worldly 
process. It stands for the eternal and continuous necessity of grace by which 
alone our spiritual vision can be kept up. Diksa, therefore, belongs to the 
category of eternal entities, and the substantive process is not really intelligible 
except to the initiated. 
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Dīksā, therefore, marks the high-water level of spiritual pupilage to which the 
ceremony of upanayana seeks to introduce. Dīksā is the higher process and 
implies upanayana as its preliminary. The disposition is the only thing that 
matters. The upanayana of a person after dīksā by the paficarātra method brings 
out clearly this true meaning of the ceremony of investiture with the holy 
thread. It demolishes the theory of seminal, i.e. hereditary spiritual community. 
It puts the whole system into relationship with the spiritual guide by 
vindicating the supreme necessity of grace as the only sanction underlying all 
arrangements. 


The student prior to his attainment of the grace of the spiritual preceptor in the 
form of dīksā has only a probationary status. The student who is admitted to the 
study of the scriptures after dīksā occupies the higher plane to which the 
probationer has no access. This makes the daiksa sāvitra ceremony categorically 
different from the saukra sāvitra. The second birth ceremony of one who has 
already attained his third birth is merely doing over again what has already 
been done before. The daiksa brahmana is alone entitled to perform direct 
spiritual service. The twice-born student who has received only the sāvitra 
sarhskāra by reason of his seminal birth is not entitled to the worship of Visnu, 
which is the only function of all brahmanas. Finally, the sāvitra sarhskāra on the 
strength of seminal birth permitted by some of the grhya sütras and dharma- 
šāstras, is forbidden in the Kali Age due to the degeneracy of the hereditary 
brāhmaņas. The dīksā provided by the paficaratra confers the tentative vision of 
the spiritual service which is perfected by a course of training under the 
spiritual preceptor represented by the process to which the candidate for 
spiritual living is introduced by the savitra samskara. This is the only 
dispensation authorized by the scripture for the present controversial Age. 


It is now possible to deal with the popular fallacy that one can be a Vaisnava 
without being a brahmana. This "castial" view of Vaisnnavism and brahmanism 


requires to be discarded for all if one is sincerely inclined to understand the true 


spirit of those institutions. The brahmana is not a person of this world. The true 
brahmana must be a constant and exclusive worshipper of Visnu, i.e. Vaisnava. 
The mere twice-born is not a brahmana. The brahmana is the Vaisnava in 
embryo. The brahmana is the disciple of the Vaisnnava. But he is not entirely 
above all activities of this world as the latter is. The brahmana has still got to 
discharge a duty to the secular society. This duty consists in instructing all 
classes of society in the principles of the Truth. This is the practical side of his 
discipleship under the Vaisnava preceptor. But all this also applies only to the 
spiritual or daiksa brahmana and not to the hereditary brahmana who is not 
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recognized by the scriptures as possessing the spiritual nature, especially in the 
Kali Yuga. (The Harmonist XXVIII No. 5, p. 145) 


In other words, the receiving of the Brahma-gāyatrī during a Vaisņava initiation (dīksā) has 
nothing whatsoever to do with the worldly varņa system which is not just hereditary but is 
also—in theory, at least—based on occupation. As he states in a later passage: 


“The ‘Vaisnava’ householders of the code of Sri Caitanya are paramaharhsas. They might 
belong externally to any class of the secular society. There is no distinction between a 
‘Vaisnava’ householder appearing in a hereditary brahmana family and another 
descended from a Sidra lineage. They are, neither of them, either brahmana or Sidra. 
They may submit externally to the customs of any class without any real possibility of 
ever getting identified with any worldly class." (The Harmonist XXVIII, No. 8, p. 246) 


As we have seen, Sanyal argues that the Vaisnava 'appropriation' of the Vedic tradition, as 
with the daiksya sāvitra, is on a different level than the Vedic tradition. The 'divine' (daivi) 
varņāšrama he discusses is pure Vaisnavism, where there is no distinction between Vaisnavas, 
because there is only one varna, that of the true brahmanas. All Vaisnavas are brahmanas in this 
sense, even if they are not brahmanas in a worldly sense. This is a very different understanding 
than the one that is commonly held in contemporary Vaisnava society, and as is clear from the 
above, it is on this level that we have to understand the initiation rituals and mantras. 


In the penultimate installment of the series, Sanyal does address what seems today to be the 
more common understanding of a spiritual varņāšrama. After discussing at length how varna is 
irrelevant to Vaisnavas, and how Vaisnavas are above such mundane distinctions, he discusses 
how Vaisnavas might nevertheless relate to the wider society. The passage is not directly 
relevant to the topic being discussed, but we cite it in its entirety, because we believe it helps 
us to understand, by contrast, how what he has been saying about varnasrama earlier is very 
different from how we may understand varņāsrama today. When he writes below about the 
‘spiritual community’, he means the 'varna-free' or ‘one-varna’ society of Vaisnavas, who are 
initiated with the 'daiksya sāvitra', which he has analyzed before. The concept of varnasrama- 
dharma he talks about here is thus different from that: this is about how a non-Vaisnava 
society can yet be guided by Vaisnava principles. He writes: 


There is, therefore, no real point of contact anywhere between the spiritual 
community and the hereditary secular society. The former is essentially 
individualistic. A ‘Vaisnava’ is never born, nor can he die. Therefore, neither 
birth nor death are really of any importance to him... This cannot be 
comprehensible to those who are not Vaisnavas. Worldly people also value the 
principle of social freedom. But they value such freedom for ensuring increase 
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of worldly enjoyment. This they are pleased to call by the high-sounding names 
of progress, prosperity, well-being, happiness. They are naturally very anxious 
to secure these. It is for this reason that they devise such institutions as those of 
marriage, divorce, etc. But how can these institutions find a place in the code of 
the ‘Vaisnavas’? 


All that is feasible is to set up a purely spiritual community with its own code of 
regulations to be administered by those to whom the authority may be 
delegated by the head of the community who can be no other than the 
paramahamsa. 


The existence of the spiritual community is, however, bound to react 
beneficially on the practices and ideas of the secular societies that may exist 
alongside the spiritual. There need be no opposition of interest between the two 
groups. Many of the regulations of the non-spiritual dharma-šāstras are regarded 
as being of a salutary character by those who look at them from the worldly 
point of view. The spiritual code has nothing to do with such regulations. The 
‘Vaisnavas’ have no ambition of regulating secular society from within. They 
know very well that the secular can by no means be improved into the spiritual. 
The two are categorically different from one another. 


The varņāšrama institution is, therefore, of the nature of a purely secular 
arrangement. But this arrangement itself may or may not be opposed to the 
spiritual outlook and guidance. If it is not opposed to the ideal of spiritual living 
it can only do so by frankly admitting its own inferiority and avoiding all 
rivalry. It should also allow any of its members to be freely enrolled in the 
spiritual community. It should, by all means in its power, encourage conversion 
to spiritual life. If the secular society is organized and administered in this 
spirit, it should be appropriately described by the designation of 'daiva'. Any 
secular society which is deliberately opposed to spiritual living, is no less 
appropriately termed 'asura'. The difference between the two is described in the 
Gita. 


It is not possible for the secular society to be converted en masse into the 
spiritual. It is, however, possible to convert it into the daiva varnasrama society. 
It is also possible that daiva varnashrama classification itself is not based on 
heredity. The Gītā says so. It will be necessary to study all the implications of the 
position. For this purpose also the...guidance of the paramahamsas is necessary, 
for avoiding conflict with the spiritual society. But as a daiva varnashrama 
society happens to be a carefully graded organization it should not be possible 
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to do without the leadership of the brahmanas within the society. The 
brāhmaņas, as leaders of the daiva varnashrama society, are nearest in position to 
the society of the ‘Vaisnavas’. They should, therefore, be fully alive to the 
unconditional superiority of the ‘Vaisnavas’ in all matters. (The Harmonist 
XXVIII, No. 8, pp. 246-47)” 


In the last paragraph above, Sanyal does not understand the word paramahamsas in a 
narrow sense, as referring only to the highest class sannyāsīs. Vaisnavas are 
paramahamsas. Earlier he writes, as cited above: "The 'Vaisnava' householders of the 
code of Sri Caitanya are paramahamsas.” (p. 246) 


$rila Prabhupāda 


The first times Srila Prabhupāda gave gāyatrī-dīksā to his 
disciples: the real history 


According to Jadurāņī Devi dāsī, $rila Prabhupada first gave initiation into the gayatri mantras 
to Kirtanananda dāsa and Acyutananda dāsa in India in 1967. Jadurāņī Devi dāsī and Govinda 
dāsī both recount that $rila Prabhupada next gave gāyatrī initiations in May of 1968 in Boston 
on three days: the 6th, 7th, and 9th. (Please note that the only transcript we could locate for 
the initiation on May 6th is incorrectly dated as May 21th.) Govinda dasi has told the story 
over an email interview, and Jadurani recounts the history in her book The Art of Spiritual Life, 
pages 134-137. (Annapūrņā Devi dāsī was the third woman to receive gāyatrī mantras at this 
time, but we do not know how to contact her.) 


On May 6th, $rila Prabhupāda was giving gāyatrī mantra to some men disciples. Govinda dāsī 
had initially stayed away as she was upset that the men had asked $rila Prabhupāda for gāyatrī 
mantra when he was in ill health. Jadurani Devi dāsī and Annapūrnā Devi dāsī were present, but 
the men there pushed them to the back and away from the ceremony. Govinda dasi entered in 
the middle of the ceremony, and when she arrived, according to Govinda dasi, $rila 
Prabhupada said, "Yes, I couldn't imagine how you could stay away. You love to hear me 
speak.” According to Jadurani Devi dāsī, he said, "Oh, I was just thinking, ‘Where is that girl?’ 
And now Krsna has sent her here." Whatever he said is not in the transcript, which breaks off 


? Please note in all the above extracts from the Harmonist, we have for the most part followed the spelling used 
by Sanyal, though we have silently corrected a few obvious typos, and adjusted some spellings, capitalization, and 
formatting to our standards.) 
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in the middle of the lecture. Professor Joseph O'Connell was present, and $rila Prabhupāda 
explained how his giving of gayatri mantras was according to šāstra: 


the Vedic regulation is that unless one is born by a brahmana father, he cannot 
be initiated according to the Vedic regulation. But to take birth in the brahmana 
family, that is now oblivion, at the present moment. Because in the brahmana 
family formerly, not only in the brahmana; ksatriya family and vaisya family also, 
there was a garbhādhāna ceremony. ... So at the present moment this ceremony 
is not observed. Even in rigid families they have already given up. And the sastra 
injunction is, as soon as one gives up this ceremony, garbhādhāna ceremony, he 
at once falls down to the classification of a šūdra. The whole family... 


So kalau šūdra-sambhava. Therefore, the general enunciation is that in this age 
everyone has to be accepted as born-südra. But this principle is accepted always, 
by birth everyone is šūdra. Janmanā jayate šūdrah. Everyone is born šūdra. Then? 
Samskarad bhaved dvijah. Dvija means this samskara. This samskara... By gradual 
process of cultivation of knowledge, of behavior, of rules and regulations, one 
becomes a dvija. Dvija means twice-born. .... So Sanātana Gosvami says, because 
he has enunciated this rule for the so-called rigid brahmanas, they say, "Without 
taking birth in a brahmana family there is no possibility of one's becoming a 
brāhmaņa.” But Bhagavad-gītā does not say like that. Bhagavad-gītā says, cātur- 
varnyam maya srstam guna-karma-vibhagasah [Bhagavad-gita 4.13]. "These four 
principles of caste—brahmana, ksatriya, vaisya, šūdra—I have created that 
division.” Now it is creation of God. Nobody can nullify it. 


„ The symptoms of a person qualifying himself to become a brahmana or 
ksatriya or vaisya or šūdra, that is the main principle. If that symptom is found 
elsewhere, he should be accepted in that classification. Suppose a man is born in 
a südra family or less than a südra family, but if his qualities are just like 
brahmana, then he should be accepted as brahmana. That is Bhagavata's... 


So this process of Krsna consciousness is a manufacturing process of brāhmaņa, 
Vaisnava. Vaisnava means surpassing the brahminical stage. 


The next day, on May 7th, according to Govinda dāsī and Jadurani Devi dāsī, $rila Prabhupada 
held gayatri initiations for them and Annapürna Devi dasi entirely of his own volition without 
prior discussion and without their request. Jadurani Devi dāsī writes: 


Brahmananda suggested that $rila Prabhupada had given brahmanical initiation to us 

girls only because he knew in his heart that we were upset and he wanted to please us. I 

didn't believe that at all. Although I didn't have the scriptural evidence to back up my 
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conviction, I knew at least that he is a bona fide representative of an unbroken chain of 
disciplic succession of self realized gurus. He would not have initiated such a major 
change to scriptural procedures just to please a couple of young women. I would find 
out some of the many scriptural references in the years to come. 


It is of great and significant interest to go through the whole transcript of $rila Prabhupada's 
lecture at the first time he gave gayatri initiation, including of course the Brahma-gayatri, to 
women. Here are some excerpts that convey his main points. One can note that he both speaks 
about women's social position in terms of women being married, and of the fact that bhakti 
transcends gender and social situations. As usual, $rila Prabhupāda expertly addresses both 
the temporary external duties according to the body and the eternal duties of the soul. First 
$rila Prabhupāda speaks about a traditional approach to giving mantras to women: that they 
shouldn't be independent, should always be under protection, and so on. But then he brings it 
to another level — of complete surrender to Krsna — and says that all those external things are 
secondary. At the same time, we should remember that was at the very beginning of our 
movement, and that $rila Prabhupada later on started introducing some of the rules of 
varņāšrama. Yet he never gave any indication that he or his followers should change his initial 
decision regarding giving gayatri diksa to women: 


So at least for one year chanting regularly, observing the rules and regulation, 
one comes to the platform of spiritual platform. And then, another initiation, 
this is called diksa. That is also dīksā, that is first process. This dīksā, second 
process, is not very essential. The essential is to chant. In this age, there is no 
need of this second initiation. But those who are going to be recognized as 
properly initiated, so this second installment was introduced by Sanatana 
Gosvāmī. Dīksā-vidhānena dvijatvam [Hari-bhakti-vilasa 2.12], his twice birth he's 
completed. 


And so far men are concerned, they are offered the sacred thread. Not the 
woman. The idea is woman, every woman, is supposed to be married. ...so 
marriage is so much compulsory according to Vedic civilization for woman. 
Woman's independence is never allowed by Vedic smrti. Smrti means regulation, 
Vedic regulation. Woman must be under the care of father so long she is not 
married, and then in her youthful age she must be under the care of the proper 
husband, and she must be under the care of elderly children in old age. 


Now you will see how much husband takes care of the wife, how much it is 
obliging. You will see from the history of Ramayana. ... 
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So the idea spread here. So many women in this country say that "We are not 
going to be slave, slave of some man." ... 


This is also in India. But the šāstra does not allow that. It is not slavery, actually; 
it is grand protection. If the husband is nice, then wife's position is very 
secure.... Therefore initiation, to the woman, there is no need of, I mean to say, 
sacred thread, because she's considered to be the half body of her husband. 
She's half-shareholder in everything of the husband; therefore there was no 
necessity. 


Even you'll find in the picture of Ramacandra and Sita, Ramacandra has got 
sacred thread but Sita hasn't got. That is the system. So this is Vedic system, 
that woman is given the mantra but not the sacred thread. Even she's born of a 
brāhmaņa father, there is no such system. No. In the Bhagavad-gità you'll find, 
strī-šūdra-dvijabandhūnār [Srimad-bhagavatam 1.4.25]. 


..The open formula is that the..., to get out of the clutches of maya is very, very, 
very, very, very, very difficult, but mām eva. Krsna says, "One who surrenders 
unto Me becomes fully Krsna conscious," mayam etam taranti te. [Bhagavad-gità 
7.14] 


So that should be our business. We are a brahmacārī, a grhastha and vānaprastha, 
sannyāsa. So sannyāsa may not be accepted; that doesn't matter. Those who are 
brahmacārīs, please follow the rules. If to remain as brahmacārī is disturbing, get 
yourself married; live peacefully, husband and wife. Of course for woman, there 
is no such rule for becoming brahmacārī because every girl was compulsorily 
married by the father. 


But anyway, if you can remain brahmacāriņī that is very nice, very nice. But if 
not, get yourself married, live peacefully. Don't be disturbed. Don't be 
implicated. Remain always pure, because we are aiming to be promoted in the 
purest kingdom, spiritual kingdom. So we should always remember that, that 
we are making progress in a different line. 


„Only Buddhi-yoga. And buddhi-yoga is bhakti-yoga. Why? That buddhi-yogarn 
dadāmi tari yena mam upayanti te.[Bhagavad-gītā 10.10] That “TIl give in that 
intelligent yoga by which he can come to Me." And what is that yoga by which 
one can go to Him? That is bhakti. .... "Those who are intelligent, they can take to 
this yoga system, bhakti-yoga, and by which one can approach Me.” It is declared 
in many places of the authoritative scripture, that there is... Now just like Krsna 
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says to Arjuna, "I am speaking to you this system of Bhagavad-gītā, yoga,” bhakto 
’si, "because you are My devotee.” [Bhagavad-gītā 4.3] 


He doesn't say "Because you are warrior, you are ksatriya, you are Hindu, you 
are Indian.” Not all these nonsense. He said, bhakto ’si: "Because you are My 
bhakta." So bhakta, anyone can become bhakta. There is no question of becoming 
Indian, ksatriya, brahmana, or this or that. Anyone can become bhakta. How 
anyone can become bhakta? That is also stated in Bhagavad-gita: 


mam hi partha vyapasritya 
ye 'pi syuh papa-yonayah 
[Bhagavad-gità 9.32] 


Translation: O son of Prtha, those who take shelter in Me, though they be of 
lower birth—women, vaisyas [merchants], as well as šūdras [workers]—can 
approach the supreme destination. 


"Any living creature, born in any sinful family, doesn't matter. If he takes My 
shelter,” te 'pi yanti param gatim, “he also attains the highest perfection.” 


So there is no such restriction. Everything is there spoken by Krsna. So we are 
doing just according to the Bhagavad-gītā. Simply we have to know where these 
things are available. Execute this bhakti-yoga, this kirtana and this mantra, and 
chanting, and never mind in whatever occupation you are engaged; that doesn't 
matter. Be happy. I may be present or not present, the guidance is always there. 
So you can make progress very peacefully, nice. All right. Chant Hare Krsna. 


We should carefully note that Satsvarüpa Maharaja tells the account of these brahminical 
initiations with some significant differences. (His account is missing entirely from the 2017 
edition of the Vedabase for computers, but it can be found in an online Vedabase. Note that in 
his account, he uses "Mr. Matthews" as a pseudonym for O'Connell) 


He says that Govinda dāsī was late because she was upset that she was not included in the 
initiation and feigned illness, but Govinda dāsī says she was late because she was upset that 
some devotees had pressured Prabhupada to have an initiation when he had been ill. 
Satsvarüpa Maharaja writes that Govinda dasi and Jadurani Devi dasi were upset that 
Prabhupada did not include them in the initiation on the first day, but they say they were 
upset because the men pushed them to the back of the room. Satsvrupa Maharaja writes, 
"Prabhupada could detect their mentality, although they didn't openly voice their 
complaints." Satsvarüpa Maharaja then connects the performance of the next day's 
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brahminical initiation of the three women to Prabhupada's response to the women's 
dissatisfaction. In a recent email correspondence, Satsvarüpa Maharaja says that the 
impression he had at the time is what he wrote in Lilamrta. 


We do not know, of course, the reason why $rila Prabhupāda gave gāyatrī mantras, including 
the Brahma-gayatri, to those three women disciples one day after he initiated several men. Two 
of those women were upset—for whatever reason—the first day, and they did not verbally 
communicate their feelings to $rila Prabhupada. We do know that $rila Prabhupada explained 
in his lecture that day that his actions in initiating the women were firmly based on šāstra. He 
did not give another reason. As quoted more completely in another part of this paper, $rila 
Prabhupada wrote in his purport to Caitanya-caritamrta Madhya 24.331: 


If one actually wants to serve Krsna, it doesn't matter whether one is a šūdra, 
vaisya or even a woman. If one is sincerely eager to chant the Hare Krsna mantra 
or dīksā-mantra, one is qualified to be initiated according to the pāficarātrika 
process. However, according to Vedic principles, only a brahmana who is fully 
engaged in his occupational duties can be initiated. Südras and women are not 
admitted to a vaidika initiation. Unless one is fit according to the estimation of 
the spiritual master, one cannot accept a mantra from the pāficarātrika-vidhi or 
the vaidika-vidhi. When one is fit to accept the mantra, one is initiated by the 
pāficarātrika-vidhi or the vaidika-vidhi. 


The above quote gives us indication from $rila Prabhupada himself as to his possible motives 
and rationale—the women were “eager to chant the diksa-mantras"—perhaps evidenced by 
their mood that $rila Prabhupada noticed. They were "fit according to the estimation of the 
spiritual master" and thus given the seven mantras at brahminical diksa. In any case, to suggest 
that $rila Prabhupāda gave the dīksā-mantras to women in Boston because he felt pressured by 
them to do so is highly presumptuous. What matters is that he gave these mantras to them at 
that time, and then he continued with this policy in subsequent initiations. We have no 
evidence that he ever indicated that at some time in the future the giving of the Brahma- 
gāyatrī mantra to women should be stopped. 


Srila Prabhupāda gave gāyatrī mantras, including the Brahma-gāyatrī, to disciples regardless of 
the occupation they had for their livelihood, regardless of their āšrama or marital status, and 
regardless of their gender. For example, he wanted his brahminically-initiated householder 
disciple Gopāla Krsna dāsa (now Mahārāja and a member of the GBC) to keep his job at an 
advertising agency. As mentioned later in this paper, $rila Prabhupada fully accepted his 
brahminically initiated women as brahmanas. He wanted them to lecture, to worship the 
Deities, and to cook in temple kitchens. He had Yamuna Devi dāsī install Deities in India. He 
allowed them to perform fire yajfías: 
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“T remembered Rāmešvara coming into the art room just after seeing 
Prabhupada in Hawaii a year earlier. He told me that some of the sannyasis there 
tried to convince Prabhupada to stop me from giving classes because I was a 
woman; they insisted that only they should be giving classes. 


According to Rāmešvara, Prabhupada disagreed. He told them, “your position as 
a sannyāsī is a material consideration. The qualification for preaching is beyond 
these things." 


I remembered when Prabhupada gave brahminical initiation to Saradiya two 
days before he performed her marriage ceremony. Her husband did not receive 
brahminical initiation until two years later, at which time $rila Prabhupada 
wrote to Vaikunthanatha (April 4, 1971), “I am enclosing herewith your sacred 
thread, duly chanted on by me. 


"Ask your wife to chant this mantra and you hear it and if possible hold a fire 
ceremony as you have seen during your marriage and get this sacred thread on 
your body. Saradiya, or any twice-initiated devotee, may perform the 
ceremony." 


(The Art of Spiritual Life, A Memoir by Jadurāņī dasi, Page 496) 


Second-initiated devotees who had outside employment 
during $rila Prabhupada's manifest presence 


Srila Prabhupāda specifically encouraged Gopal Krsna dasa (now Gopal Krsna Goswami) to 
continue with his work, saying that his activity was on the transcendental plane (27th April, 


1974): 


"There is no question of a devotee becoming a südra if he does certain work. No, 
a devotee is never a šūdra. He is transcendental. Because their activity is done in 
transcendental loving service unto the Lord, it is all on the transcendental 
plane, Brahma bhūyāya kalpate. [Bhagavad-gita 14.26] You should not quit your 
present job, it is good service to Krsna. Although you may be working hard, you 
are always working for Krsna; so do not be confused about your position and 
never forget Krsna in any circumstances.” 
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$rila Prabhupada's assertions that his actions were based 
on šāstra 


Srila Prabhupada made a specific choice to put women on the altar; he could have done 
otherwise. $rila Prabhupada consistently stated that his policies in regard to giving initiations, 
designating his disciples as brahmanas, and engaging his disciples in traditional brahminical 
service was in accord with eternal šāstric principles rather than a temporary adjustment. For 
example, he writes in his purport to $rimad-bhagavatam 4.8.54: 


om namo bhagavate vasudevaya is known as the dvādašāksara-mantra. This mantra 
is chanted by Vaisnava devotees, and it begins with praņava, or omkara. There is 
an injunction that those who are not brahmanas cannot pronounce the pranava 
mantra. But Dhruva Maharaja was born a ksatriya. He at once admitted before 
Narada Muni that as a ksatriya he was unable to accept Narada's instruction of 
renunciation and mental equilibrium, which are the concern of a brahmana. 
Still, although not a brahmana but a ksatriya, Dhruva was allowed, on the 
authority of Narada, to pronounce the praņava orhkāra. This is very significant. 
Especially in India, the caste brahmanas object greatly when persons from other 
castes, who are not born in brahmana families, recite this pranava mantra. But 
here is tacit proof that if a person accepts the Vaisnava mantra or Vaisnava way 
of worshiping the Deity, he is allowed to chant the pranava mantra. In Bhagavad- 
gità the Lord personally accepts that anyone, even one of a low species, can be 
elevated to the highest position and go back home, back to Godhead, simply if 
he worships properly. 


In the following conversation, $rila Prabhupada specifically addresses initiating women (Room 
Conversation with a Sanskrit Professor — August 13, 1973, Paris): 


Prabhupada: Therefore, by birth a brahmana is not made. By character. 


Professor: Yes, I agree with that. And what about girls? Do you initiate girls? Or 
not? 


Prabhupada: Eh? 
Professor: Do you initiate girls? 


Prabhupada: Oh, yes. So many girls. Striyo sūdrās tathā vaisyas te 'pi yanti param 
gatim. 
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Professor: That's... 


Prabhupada: [aside:] Find out this verse, mar hi pārtha vyapāšritya. Give him, 
Pandita Mahāšaya. 
mam hi partha vyapasritya 
ye 'pi syuh papa-yonayah 
striyo vaišyās tatha šūdrās 
te 'pi yanti param gatim 
[Bhagavad-gita. 9.32] 


Professor: Just like Gargi and... Yes. 


Prabhupāda: Yes. Gārgī. Etad viditvā yah prayāti sa brahmanah [Gargopanisad; cf. 
also Brhad-āraņyaka Upanisad 3.8.10]. 


In that same conversation, $rila Prabhupāda equates his dīksā program with upanayanam. As an 


aside, his assertion would indicate that in order to establish varnasrama in ISKCON there is no 
need to give only the Brahma-gayatri mantra to young devotees separate from the regular 


initiation system Srila Prabhupada established: 


Professor: I see. But to get the initiation, you have to be how many years old? 
Prabhupada: At least ten years. 
Professor: Ten years. 


Prabhupada: Yes. Ten to twelve years. That is the Vedic system. Twelve years 
old, he can be initiated. 


Professor: Yes, yes. It is the same as the upanayana. 


Prabhupada: Yes. Upa means "near," and nayanam, "to bring." Upanayana- 
samskāra. 


5! As noted in the Conclusions section of this paper, one cannot receive the same mantra twice from two different 
gurus. And, by definition, the person who gives upanayana is a dīksā-guru. Therefore, the institution of a separate 
upanayana in official ISKCON and ISKCON-related projects and centers creates a conflict both with the current 
guru authorization system and with the $astric prohibition against having two diksa-gurus for the same mantra(s). 
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Srila Prabhupāda makes this important point in this Wedding Lecture on November 17, 1971, 
in New Delhi: 


So in this Krsna consciousness movement, everything is being performed 
according to the scriptural injunction. It is not that we are manufacturing 
something. 


Srila Prabhupāda quotes Bhagavad-gītā 16.23 and Srimad-bhagavatam 7.11.35 and explains that 
he initiates disciples according to qualification. He then says: 


So this Krsna consciousness movement, the initiation ceremony, the marriage 
ceremony, the sacred thread ceremony, whatever we observe, they are strictly 
according to the šāstra. That is our point. 


We should not, therefore, take it that Srila Prabhupada gave diksa in general, and the Brahma- 
gāyatrī mantra in particular, under some sort of social or cultural pressure, as he consistently 
asserts that his actions in giving initiations are šāstric. Certainly, there are other šāstric 
statements that oppose what Srila Prabhupada did. But, as stated in Srimad-bhagavatam 
11.20.17: 


nr-deham ādyam su-labham su-durlabham 
plavam su-kalpam guru-karnadharam 
mayānukūlena nabhasvateritarh 
puman bhavabdhim na taret sa atma-ha 


Translation: When one wants to cross a large ocean, one requires a strong boat. It is said that 
this human form of life is a good boat by which one can cross the ocean of nescience. In the 
human form of life one can obtain the guidance of a good navigator, the spiritual master. One 
also gets a favorable wind by the mercy of Krsna, and that wind is the instructions of Krsna. 
The human body is the boat, the instructions of Lord Krsna are the favorable winds, and the 
spiritual master is the navigator. The spiritual master knows well how to adjust the sails to 
catch the winds favorably and steer the boat to its destination. If, however, one does not take 
advantage of this opportunity, one wastes the human form of life. Wasting time and life in this 
way is the same as committing suicide. 


It is the responsibility of the guru to choose which “winds” of the Vedic injunctions will help 
the boats of his disciples to cross over the ocean of material life. Therefore, $rila Prabhupada, 
being an ācārya, favored for his ISKCON society the $astric statements about the universal 
application of bhakti over those with various restrictions. 
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ISKCON leaders and $rila Prabhupāda engaging women 
in brahminical seva 


Srila Prabhupāda consistently engaged women in the same brahminical services as men. He 
asked them to give discourses on šāstra both to devotees and the public (Jadurāņī Devi dāsī, 
Himāvatī Devi dāsī, Yamunā Devi dāsī, Malati Devi dāsī), to install Deities even in India 
(Yamunā Devi dāsī), to cook in temple kitchens (Yamunā Devi dāsī even in India, as well as 
many other women around the world), to serve the Deities on temple altars including being 
the head pujārī (Nārāyaņī Devi dāsī in India, Yamuna Devi dāsī, Silavati Devi dāsī, and many 
others), and to perform fire yajfias (Saradiya Devi dāsī). As quoted elsewhere in this paper, this 
letter exemplifies $rila Prabhupada's personal mood and policy (Letter to Vaikunthanatha & 
Šāradīya on 4 April, 1971 from Bombay): 


Ask your wife to chant this mantra and you hear it and if possible hold a fire 
ceremony as you have seen during your marriage and get this sacred thread on 
your body. Saradiya [name of his wife], or any twice-initiated devotee, may 
perform the ceremony. 


This letter to Uttamasloka dasa, on August 13, 1974 from Vrndavana, was typical of Srila 
Prabhupada's instruction: 


Regarding women worshipping the Deity, in the Bhagavad-gītā it is stated: striyo vaisyas 
tathā šūdras, te ‘pi yanti parārh gatim.[Bhagavad-gītā 9.32] The idea is that everyone who is 
properly initiated and following the rules and regulations can worship the Deity. 


As $rila Prabhupada turned over the management of his society to his young disciples, all 
these services except temple cooking were forbidden to women in many or most places, de 
facto, de jure, or both. When these prohibitions were brought to $rila Prabhupada's attention, 
he consistently asserted that the brahminically initiated women were equally qualified with 
their godbrothers in performing brahminical service. The following letter to Ekāyanī on 
December 3rd, 1972 from Bombay is one clear example: 


I have noted the contents with great concern. I do not know why these things 
inventions are going on. That is our only business, to invent something new 
programme? We have already got our Vaisnava standard. That is sufficient for 
Madhvacarya, Ramanujacarya, it was sufficient for Lord Caitanya, six Gosvamis, 
for Bhaktivinoda Thakura, for my Guru Maharaja Bhaktisiddhanta Sarasvati, for 
me, for all big big saints and ācāryas in our line—why it shall be inadequate for 
my disciples so they must manufacture something? That is not possible. Who 
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has introduced these things, that women cannot have chanting japa in the 
temple, they cannot perform the āratī and so many things? If they become 
agitated, then let the brahmacārīs go to the forest, I have never introduced these 
things. 


Statements such as those in the above letter were sometimes disregarded. Even at the time of 
this writing, brahminically-initiated women in various parts of the world rarely, if ever, are 
allowed to do the same brahminical service in temples as the men are. It is understandable 
that, because of not seeing brahminically-initiated women serve as brahmanas in ISKCON, 
many devotees, including leaders, may come to see these women as less than brahmanas in fact. 
Placing further restrictions on them—such as denying them the Brahma-gayatri mantra—are 
thus not entirely illogical from such a perspective. 


Often, women are denied or excluded from brahminical service on the basis of $rila 
Prabhupada's statements about women's material limitations. Yet, such decisions do not take 
into consideration $rila Prabhupada's frequent statements and instructions about the potency 
of bhakti, as he says in this room conversation on December 27, 1976 in Bombay: "Women, it is 
only possible in our Vaisnava bhakti-yoga—women and men can be given equal right. There is 
no other system." 


Sometimes the exclusion of women stems from šāstra and $rila Prabhupada's statements 
directing avoidance of the association of women. Yet, $rila Prabhupāda makes the point, as on 
this morning walk on March 27, 1974 in Bombay, that 


: “they avoid that trap, they avoid association of women. But these women are not ordinary 
women. They are preachers. They are preachers. They are Vaisnava. By their association, one 
becomes a Vaisnava." 


Ancient Vedic Evidence on Women and 
Brahma-gayatri 


As discussed above, the Brahma-gayatri has been handed down as an initiation mantra in the 
Sarasvata-Gaudiya paramparā. In the organization he founded, ISKCON, $rila Prabhupada 
included the Brahma-gayatri as part of second initiation for everyone—both men and women, 
and regardless of one's birth or classification of qualities and work (varna). Before we begin to 
consider whether this Brahma-gayatri dīksā is exclusively a practice of varnasrama or is also a 
practice of bhakti, we set the stage with a little bit of background about its previous role in 
varņāšrama itself. Srila Prabhupāda explained his practices in terms of šāstra. And, he engaged 
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women in all brahminical activities. We might wonder whether there is any precedent in the 
Vedic literature or tradition for giving the Brahma-gāyatrī to women. We have already guoted 
evidence from šāstra about not giving gāyatrī to women. $rila Prabhupāda, as great ācārya, is 
possibly unique in our Gaudīya sampradāya in giving the Brahma-gayatri to women, although 
women do receive gāyatrī dīksā mantras in all branches of the Gaudiya-Vaisnava-sampradaya. At 
the same time, there is ample evidence that in very ancient times at least, women of the higher 
three varnas did receive the Gayatri. 


The Yama-smrti specifies the right of women to study Vedas and receive the thread, 


pura-kalpe tu narinam maufiji-bandhanam-isyate 
adhyapanam ca vedanam savitri vacanam tatha 


Translation: Previously women were initiated with brahmana threads and would teach the 
Vedas and acquire knowledge of the Gāyatrī. 


(As quoted in the Viramitrodaya, Samskāra Prakāša (pp 402,403,404,405) of Mahamahopadhyaya 
Pandita Mitra Misra, Edited by P.N. Sharma, Chowkhamba Sanskrit Series, Printed by Jai Krsna 
Das Gupta, Vidya Vilas Press, Benares. 1919.) 


Šrī Mādhavācārya in his commentary to Parāšara Smrti (Hārita XXI) says: "If the samskara of 
upanayana was not performed in the case of girl, women would be reduced to the status of 
šūdras; how then could brāhmaņas, ksatriyas and vaisyas be born of them?" 


In the Rg Veda Samhita many mantras were authored by women, referred to as rsikās. Here is a 
partial list of the verse numbers of the Vedic mantras and the women sages who manifested 
them: 4.18: Aditi; 10.72: Aditi Dāksāyaņī; 8.91: Apālā Ātreyī; 10.107: Daksinā Prājāpatyā; 10.39 
and 10.40: Ghosā Kāksīvatī; 10.134: Godhā; 10.86: Indrāņī; 10.153: Indramātarah; 10.142: Jaritā 
Šārngā; 10.109: Juhū Brahmajāyā; 1.171: Lopāmudrā; 10.127: Rātri Bhāradvājī; 1.126: Romašā; 
10.159: Saci Paulomī; 10.108: Saramā Devašuni; 10.189: Sārparājnī; 8.1: Sa$vati Angirasi; 9.86: 
Sikatā Nivavari; 9.104: Sikhandini Kāšyapī; 10.151: Sraddha Kamayani; 8.71: Sudīti Angirasi; 
10.85: Sūryā Savitri; 10.85: Urvašī; 10.125: Vāk Ambhrni; 10.28: Vasukrapatni; 5.28: Vi$vavarà 
Ātreyī; 10.154: Yamī; 10.10: Yami Vaivasvatī. 


In the Brhad-devatā (2.82) of $aunaka Rsi, the names of no less than twenty-six women who 
have contributed hymns to the Vedas are listed. This means that they have composed, 
practiced, taught, and initiated others in these hymns, for only the creator of a hymn or those 
coming in the creator's disciplic succession can initiate others. Many of these hymns can still 
be found today in the Vedas. (The Brhad-devatā attributed to Saunaka, Arthur Anthony Macdonell, 
Published by Harvard University. 1904.) 
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Srimad-bhagavatam 4.1.64 is conclusive proof of Vedic educated girls (brahmavadinis) since the 


verse names two of them (brahmavādinyau). $rila Prabhupada's translation is as follows: 


"Svadha, who was offered to the Pitas, begot two daughters named Vayuna and Dharini, both 


of whom were impersonalists and were expert in transcendental and Vedic knowledge." 


Madhvacarya's inclusion of ladies into Vedic education shows that such was accepted in his 
time. 


"It seems, formerly wives of Samavedic priests were entrusted with the sweet 
singing of difficult Sama-chants; afterwards this task was transferred to the male 
priests or Udgātrs. "These Udgātrs actually perform the duties of their wives (in 
singing Sāma-chants)', says S.B. [Satapatha Brahmana] 14-3-1-35.[33] 


[33]. ‘Patnikarmaiva ete atra kurvanti yadudgatarah’.” 
Jogiraj Basu, India of the Age of the Brahmanas, Calcutta: Sanskrit Pustak Bhandar, 1969, p. 50 


“Yama, the author of Yama-smrti says—' The maidens were entitled to the 
investiture with the holy thread or Upanayana samskara in the days of yore; they 
studied the Vedas and uttered the Savitri mantra.[5] Another author of 
Smrtisastra, Harita also records this self same šloka with the only variation of 
‘Pura Kalpe tu nāriņām” in place of ‘Kumarinam’. He makes the following 
observation also:—There are two kinds of women, viz. Brahmavadinis and 
Sadyovadhüs. Amongst these the Brahmavadinis were entitled to upanayana; they 
tended the holy fire, studied the Vedas and begged alms in their own homes. The 
other type, viz, Sadyovadhüs were given away in marriage after a brisk ceremony 
of investiture with the holy thread.[6] 


“[6] ‘Dvividha vai striyo brahmavādinyah sadyovadhvasca. Tatra 
brahmavadininamupanayanani agnindhanam vedadhyayanam svagrhe 
bhīksācaryā ca; sadyovadhūnām tūpasite vivahe kathaficit upanayanam krtva 
vivāhas kuryah’.” 
Jogiraj Basu, India of the Age of the Brahmanas, Calcutta: Sanskrit Pustak Bhandar, 1969, p. 214 
A woman can be a brāhmaņa as mentioned in Rg-veda (8.33.19) as follows: stri hi brahmā 
babhūvitha. The Tandya Brāhmaņa (5.6.8) advises that wives of the priests have to chant the 


Sama Veda along with a vina when a yajfia is being conducted. Sukla Yajur Veda, Madhvandina 
Samhita, Hymn 36.24 taccaksur-deva hitam..., is to be chanted only by a woman. 
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In addition to evidence in the Vedas themselves, Valmiki's Ramayana 5.14.49 says that Sita 
Devi performed sandhyā vandanam, a rite that includes the chanting of the Brahma-gāyatrī 
mantra. In 2.20.15 we learn that Kausalya was performing the agnihotra (fire sacrifice). 


As Srila Prabhupāda explains in this lecture on Srī Caitanya-caritàmrta, Madhya-līlā 20.110-111 
on November 17, 1975 in Bombay: 


All of them are on the platform of animal conscious. This is the modern 
civilization. India was never meant for that. Panditah sama-darsinah. This high 
culture we have lost now. Panditah sama-darsinah. They never distin... Vidya- 
vinaya-sampanne brāhmaņe gavi hastini, suni caiva sva-páke... (Bhagavad-gītā. 
5.18]. Because there was no bodily concept of life. This is India's prerogative. But 
now we are also developing the bodily concept of life and becoming one of the 
animals. 


Summary and Conclusion of Part Three 


Looking at the understanding of dīksā in our paramparā starting with Bhaktivinoda, we find 
that he stresses how dīksā mantras enable initiates to easily experience the nectar of Harinama 
and bring great happiness. Bhaktisiddhanta Sarasvatī included the Brahma-gayatri in dīksā, at 
least for his male disciples, as a way of demonstrating that Vaisnavas are equal to, or superior 
to, brahmanas, in response to the jati-gosani brahmanas who objected to non-caste brahmanas 
performing priestly duties. Considering that in Kali-yuga considerations of birth and heredity, 
and even occupation, were unsuitable to determine one's eligibility for dīksā, $rila 
Bhaktisiddhānta gave dīksā including upanayanam, as part of transcendent bhakti and daiva 
varņāšrama. 


$rila Prabhupāda awarded the gāyatrī mantras—including the Brahma-gāyatrī—to all his 
disciples who had demonstrated sincere following of his basic program, such as a daily 
minimum of sixteen rounds of the Hare Krishna mantra, for a year. He first gave gayatri to 
Kirtanananda and Acyutananda in India, and then to some men in Boston, in 1968. The 
following day he gave gayatri dīksā to three women—Jadurani Devi dāsī, Govinda dāsī, and 
Annapürna Devi dasi, and a few days later to a group of devotees who had traveled there. 
Jadurāņī Devi dasi and Govinda dāsī each said that they were upset for various reasons the day 
before their initiation. They report being upset because of the men pushing them to the back 
of the room and because of $rila Prabhupada giving initiation when he was in poor health. 
Both of them, as well as Satsvarüpa Maharaja, attest that no one spoke to $rila Prabhupada 
about these concerns, and no woman asked $rila Prabhupada for initiation into the gāyatrī 
mantra. When $rila Prabhupāda gave second initiation to the ladies, he spoke about the social 
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position of women. He also spoke about the transcendent nature of bhakti and that his giving 
of the gāyatrī mantras to the women was in accord with šāstra. Srila Prabhupada also gave 
gāyatrī dīksā to men who had regular employment in a variety of work. He consistently 
engaged all his second-initiated disciples in full brahminical services regardless of gender or 
occupation—Deity worship, yajfias, giving $astric lectures, and so forth. Specifically regarding 
women, in ancient Vedic times women also received dīksā in the Brahma-gāyatrī and even the 
sacred thread, thus establishing a basis in tradition and šāstra for Srila Prabhupada’s practices. 


Both $rila Bhaktisiddhānta Sarasvati and $rila A. C. Bhaktivedanta Swami Prabhupada include 
the Brahma-gayatri as part of dīksā as part of a deep philosophical and šāstric based stance on 
the position of Vaisnavas and brahmanas. Its inclusion is thus an important aspect of how they 
defined dīksā for their followers. 


Part Four: Principles and Details 


Note: The topic of Part Four could easily span many books 


Hermeneutic Overview of Part Four 


1. visaya - topic: Principles of varņāšrama and bhakti remain as they are throughout time, 
and details can, and in many places must, be changed. 

2. sarhšaya - doubt: Is initiation into Brahma-gayatri a principle or a detail? 

3. pūrvapaksa - one viewpoint: initiation into Vaisnava sampradāya mantras such as the 
Gopala mantra and the Kama-gayatri are sufficient, and initiation into the Brahma- 
gāyatrī mantra is only for males who engage in brahminical work as a means of 
livelihood, as described in šāstra as part of varnasrama dharma 

4. uttara-paksa - another viewpoint: while the Gopala mantra is sufficient to have dīksā in 
the Gaudīya sampradāya in general, receiving all the mantras $rila Prabhupāda gave 
solidifies one's position in his branch of the sampradāya and unifies ISKCON 

5. nirnayah - deciding in favor of a side: for the specific purpose of worshipping the Lord 
within the sun as specified in the Eleventh Canto of the Bhagavatam, bhakti is a more 
important consideration than varņāšrama regarding initiation into the Brahma-gayatri 

6. siddhanta- conclusion: Initiation into the Brahma-gāyatrī mantra is a detail in terms of 
the practices in various sampradāyas, or branches of the Gaudiya sampradāya. In most 
branches of the Gaudiya sampradāya we were able to investigate, the Brahma-gayatri is 
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not included in dīksā for anyone, although in $rila Prabhupada's purport to Caitanya- 
caritamrta Ādi 7.45 he indicates that it is given in some branches. $rila Prabhupada's 
program of dīksā as he gave it in regard to a disciple's adhikara, vows, and the mantras a 
guru gives, is a fixed practice of ISKCON that should be maintained, due to the 
overarching principle: Understanding tradition through $rila Prabhupāda, accepting 
$rila Prabhupāda as the representative and conveyer of the essence of the tradition and 
paramparā, in the most appropriate way for our understanding and application 


Varnasrama: Principles and Details 


ISKCON members know well that $rila Prabhupāda often wrote and spoke about the 
importance of varndsrama. It should be emphasized, however, that it is the principles he 
wanted to establish. It is not possible—or even desirable—to try and establish details of 
varņāšrama at the present time. In any case, such details change according to time, place, and 
circumstances. Most importantly, making an adjustment towards details of varņāšrama can be 
problematic, because doing so can miss the bigger vision of daivi-varņāsrama, which has as its 
leading function that of supporting bhakti, supporting pure devotional service. Regarding the 
importance of the principle, $rila Prabhupāda explains as follows in his purport to $rimad- 
bhagavatam 4.21.33: 


As stated in the Eighteenth Chapter of Bhagavad-gītā, sva-karmaņā tam abhyarcya: one 
has to worship the Supreme Personality of Godhead by one's occupational duties. This 
necessitates accepting the principle of four varnas and four asramas. 


While we accept the principles, many of the details of varna and asrama are not applicable, or 
even possible, at any given time and place. The following is one example of the many places in 
which $rila Prabhupāda makes this point. This is from his purport to $rimad-bhagavatam 1.1.11: 


Ātmā, or self, is distinguished from matter and material elements. It is spiritual 
in constitution, and thus it is never satisfied by any amount of material 
planning. All scriptures and spiritual instructions are meant for the satisfaction 
of this self, or ātmā. There are many varieties of approaches which are 
recommended for different types of living beings in different times and at 
different places. Consequently, the numbers of revealed scriptures are 
innumerable. There are different methods and prescribed duties recommended 
in these various scriptures. Taking into consideration the fallen condition of the 
people in general in this age of Kali, the sages of Naimisaranya suggested that 
$ri Süta Gosvami relate the essence of all such scriptures because in this age it is 
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not possible for the fallen souls to understand and undergo all the lessons of all 
these various scriptures in a varna and asrama system. 


The varna and asrama society was considered to be the best institution for lifting 
the human being to the spiritual platform, but due to Kali-yuga it is not possible 
to execute the rules and regulations of these institutions. 


The above quote is also a caution against finding quotes in various scriptures to support 
specific rules and regulations that apply to varnasrama, but not to bhakti. Such should be 
avoided. It is very easy to think of many details of varnasrama that are not applicable at present 
and could even be harmful to practitioners of bhakti. Here is one example from Krsna Book, 
Chapter 61: 


Hearing this kind of pinching talk by Rukmi and hearing the loud laughter of all 
the other princes present there, Lord Balarama became as agitated as burning 
cinders. He immediately took His club in His hand and, without further talk, 
struck Rukmi on the head. From that one blow, Rukmi fell down immediately 
and was dead and gone. Thus Rukmi was killed by Balarāma on that auspicious 
occasion of Aniruddha's marriage. These things are not very uncommon in 
ksatriya society. 


Certainly, at the present time we would not want to have a society where killing of relatives 
(or competitor suitors) became commonplace among members of government at weddings! As 
a general rule, we can heartily embrace principles of varnasrama, and look with great caution 
upon any details. 


$rila Rupa Gosvami confirms in Bhakti-rasamrta-sindhu (1.2.200) that devotees may apply some 
of the rules and regulations of varņāšrama-dharma, but only if they are conducive for pure 
devotion: 


laukiki vaidikī vapi ya kriya kriyate mune 
hari-sevanukülaiva sa karya bhaktim icchata 


Translation: One should perform only those activities—either worldly or prescribed by Vedic 
rules and regulations—which are favorable for the cultivation of Krsna consciousness. 


By way of illustration, some principles of varna dharma in general are to link one's means of 
livelihood to one's nature, to be trained in the dharma of our occupation, to avoid work not our 
nature except for brief emergencies, to do honest work, to do work that provides real value to 
society, to offer all aspects of our work to the Lord (both the process and the result), to give in 
charity from the results of our work, to engage in regular yajfia in addition to our livelihood, to 
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protect the purity of our area of varņa, to protect the specific area from which we get our 
wealth (for example, if we draw wealth from cows, we protect cows; if we draw wealth from 
the citizens we protect the citizens; if we draw wealth from a trade we protect the integrity 
and craft of that trade; if we draw wealth from knowledge we protect the purity of that 
knowledge), to work without false ego, to work without a sense of proprietorship, to avoid 
lethargy or inaction, to compete within our area of work, and to cooperate with other areas of 
work. 


Some principles of asrama dharma in general are to choose our asrama in accord with our 
psychophysical nature, for the majority of people to connect their asárama with their age and 
natural biological processes, to aim towards detachment, to make gradual progress, to accept 
the facilities and austerities of one's own asrama and not those of others, and to dedicate 
everything to the Lord at each stage. 


Overall, even though we are devotees, we generally have to play some roles in our life, and 
when we do so, our work should be according to the particular dharma given in šāstra for the 
role we are playing. Doing so benefits both individuals and society as a whole. If we want 
principles for specific varnas and asramas, $rila Prabhupāda lists some in his purport to 
Bhagavad-gita 16.1, such as purification of existence for sannyasis, charity for householders 
(note that in Bhagavad-gità 18.5 Krsna says that everyone should give in charity; however, for 
householders it's a regular continual practice), Vedic study for brahmacārīs, and austerity for 
vanaprasthas. Tejas is particularly a principle for ksatriyas, cleanliness for vaisyas, not expecting 
honor particularly for šūdras, and simplicity for the brahmanas. Krsna lists varna principles in 
Bhagavad-gità 18.42-44, and there are also lists in Srimad-bhagavatam 11.17.16—19. Lord Krsna 
personally spoke both of these sets of lists, and they can certainly be applied at the present 
time. 


In contrast, here are some details of varnasrama (Srimad-bhagavatam 11.17.22—24): 


The twice-born member of society achieves second birth through the sequence 
of purificatory ceremonies culminating in Gāyatrī initiation (upanayanam). 
Being summoned by the spiritual master, he should reside within the guru's 
āšrama and with a self-controlled mind carefully study the Vedic literature. The 
brahmacārī should regularly dress with a belt of straw and deerskin garments. 
He should wear matted hair, carry a rod and waterpot and be decorated with 
aksa beads and a sacred thread. Carrying pure kusa grass in his hand, he should 
never accept a luxurious or sensuous sitting place. He should not unnecessarily 
polish his teeth, nor should he bleach and iron his clothes. A brahmacārī should 
always remain silent while bathing, eating, attending sacrificial performances, 
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chanting japa or passing stool and urine. He should not cut his nails and hair, 
including the armpit and pubic hair. 


There is no harm—and often much benefit—from teaching and practicing the principles of 
varna and asrama at the present time. Again, an abundance of caution is in order when trying 
to practice details, however. ISKCON members need some intelligence and care to distinguish 
between šāstra, our ācāryas, and $rila Prabhupada giving descriptions of details in other times 
and places, and prescribing details for ourselves.” A key guide is to observe how, specifically, 
Srila Prabhupāda applied varna and ásrama principles in his mission and to understand his 
mood and intent in doing so. As stated by Mahāprabhu (Caitanya-caritāmrta Madhya 17.186): 


tarko 'pratisthah $rutayo vibhinna 
nasav rsir yasya matam na bhinnam 
dharmasya tattvam nihitarh guhayam 

mahajano yena gatah sa panthah 


ace 


Translation: Sri Caitanya Mahaprabhu continued, “‘Dry arguments are inconclusive. A great 
personality whose opinion does not differ from others is not considered a great sage. Simply by 
studying the Vedas, which are variegated, one cannot come to the right path by which religious 
principles are understood. The solid truth of religious principles is hidden in the heart of an 
unadulterated, self-realized person. Consequently, as the šāstras confirm, one should accept 


whatever progressive path the mahājanas advocate.” 


Finally, we should keep in mind that details of varndsrama change from one time to another. As 
Lord Krsna personally says (Srimad-bhagavatam 11.17.1011): “In the beginning, in Satya-yuga, 
there is only one social class, called harasa, to which all human beings belong.....In Satya-yuga 
the undivided Veda is expressed by the syllable om.” 


From Srimad-bhagavatam 11.17.14, it appears that not only the four varnas, but also the four 
āšramas, were introduced in Treta-yuga. Such a conclusion correlates with the information 
Pāņdu gave Kunti in the Mahābhārata as to the moral basis for her conceiving children with 
demigods.? (Critical Edition of Mahabharata, Ādi-parva, Ch. 113) 


? Though an extensive coverage of this topic is beyond the scope of this paper, the topic could be an area for 
future research work. 


*>pandu said to Kunti, “Women formerly were not immured within houses and dependent on husbands and other 
relatives. They used to go about freely, enjoying themselves as best as they liked. O thou of excellent qualities, 
they did not then adhere to their husbands faithfully, and yet, O handsome one, they were not regarded sinful, for 
that was the sanctioned usage of the times. That very usage is followed to this day by birds and beasts without any 
(exhibition of) jealousy. That practice, sanctioned by precedent, is applauded by great rsis. O thou of taper thighs, 
122 


Of course, there are appropriate and necessary changes in what constitutes dharma during 
much shorter periods of time than from yuga to yuga! We can think of $rila Bhaktisiddhanta 
Sarasvati who traveled in cars and met with political leaders, although $ri Caitanya 
Mahaprabhu consistently refused to meet with the king of Puri or accept any external luxuries. 


In other words, many specific details of dharma for the different varnas, the āsramas, for men, 
and for women change over time. They are not eternal principles of even ordinary dharma, 
what to speak of transcendent dharma. 


Bhakti practices: Principles and Details 


In Nectar of Devotion, Chapter 6, $rila Prabhupada writes: 


$rila Rüpa Gosvami proposes to mention only basic principles, not details. For 
example, a basic principle is that one has to accept a spiritual master. Exactly 
how one follows the instructions of his spiritual master is considered a detail. 
For example, if one is following the instruction of his spiritual master and that 
instruction is different from the instructions of another spiritual master, this is 
called detailed information. But the basic principle of acceptance of a spiritual 
master is good everywhere, although the details may be different. 


Before moving to a focus on principles and details of dīksā in bhakti, we will briefly consider 
sun worship as a vidhi of bhakti, in terms of principles and details. 


In Srimad-Bhagavatam 11.11.43-45, Krsna gives Uddhava a list of persons and areas of worship. 
The part of the first of these verses that concerns us is as follows, and was quoted earlier in 
this paper regarding the sun as the Deity of the Brahma-gāyatrī: 


sūrye tu vidyaya trayya 
havisagnau yajeta mam 


Translation: My dear Uddhava, one should worship Me within the sun by chanting selected 
Vedic mantras and by performing worship and offering obeisances. 


the practice is yet regarded with respect amongst the Northern Kurus. Indeed, that usage, so lenient to women, 
hath the sanction of antiquity. The present practice, however (of women’s being confined to one husband for life) 
hath been established but lately." (Kishori Mohan Ganguli trans., numbered Adi Parva Ch. 122) 
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One may say that we may ignore this instruction, giving the example that Rūpa Gosvāmī 
prescribes Gaņeša worship that we do not do in ISKCON. But $rila Prabhupada directly 
instructed his disciples not to include Gaņeša worship in their sādhana. In this case, however, 
we have sun worship prescribed by the Lord Himself with the word yajeta, a vidhi-lin or 
injunction of the imperative mood.” As Srila Krsnadasa Kavirāja Gosvāmī writes in Caitanya- 
caritamrta Adi 4.35: "the verb... in the imperative mood, tells us that this certainly must be 
done. Noncompliance would be abandonment of duty." 


Furthermore, $rila Prabhupada did, indeed, include sun worship by Vedic mantras for all his 
brahminically initiated disciples. For one who suggests that we could fulfill this vidhi in 
another way, Srila $ridhara Svāmī says in his commentary to Srimad-bhagavatam 11.11.43 that 
the worship of the sun should be done "süktaih" (through hymns). The sub-commentator $ri 
Radharamana Dāsa Gosvāmī further explains süktaih as vaidika-vākyaih — "through Vedic 
sound." We do not have any tantric mantras for sun worship. Therefore, if the Brahma-gayatri 
is eliminated from gāyatrī dīksā for some groups of devotees in ISKCON, those devotees in $rila 
Prabhupada's line cannot perform this vidhi that Srila Prabhupada instituted. The principle of 
following the guru's directions would thus be violated, though other gurus in the Gaudiya 
sampradāya apply this vidhi differently. 


We now turn our attention to the principle of dīksā and the details of the adhikāra, vows, and 
mantras that comprise what we are calling the dīksā "contract.” That will be the focus for the 
rest of Part Four. 


Srila Prabhupāda had a uniform initiation “contract,” so to speak, with all his disciples. He 
gave everyone the same Hare Krsna mantra and asked for a vow of a minimum of sixteen 
rounds. He asked each disciple to vow lifetime following of no intoxication, no illicit sex, no 
gambling, and no eating of meat, fish or eggs. He gave each and every second initiate the same 
group of seven mantras: the Brahma-gayatri, two mantras to guru, two mantras to Lord Caitanya, 
the eighteen-syllable Gopala mantra, and the Kama-gayatri mantra. 


We may suggest that $rila Prabhupāda's uniform and consistent exchange between himself 
and disciples—what mantras he gave and what vows he asked for—is part of his empowerment 
and genius at creating a worldwide Krsna conscious society on a truly international scale, 
regardless of local cultures, history, and so forth. 


34 We use the expression 'imperative mood' here in a non-technical sense. Although the vidhi-lin is generally 
translated in English as the optative mood, whereas the lot form is the imperative, the vidhi-lin's context of 
prescription has imperative force. The general sense in the context of ritual prescription is, 'If you wish to 
accomplish x, then you must perform y'. This is the mood of the vidhi-lin yajeta used in the verse referred to here. 
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However, Gaudīya Vaisnava history and practice is generally not uniform in the same way. 
Srila Bhaktisiddhānta Sarasvati Thakura did not have all disciples take a vow of chanting a 
certain number of rounds as a universal minimum standard, for example (please see the 
section of the paper regarding various Gaudiya lines). Our $rila Prabhupada related to his 
servant $rutakirti dāsa how in grhastha life he had chanted sixteen rounds a day. Some 
disciples chanted a lower or higher minimum. Among the various followers in the line from 
Srila Bhaktisiddhanta, many dīksā gurus do not ask for vows of following the four regulative 
principles or of chanting a certain minimum number of rounds. Or, they may have various 
vows of a japa minimum for different disciples. Some well-known dīksā-disciples of our Srila 
Prabhupada who have started their own organizations have adjusted the mantras and vows 
from what our $rila Prabhupāda gave. According to Bhaktivedānta Bhagavata Mahārāja, $rila 
Bhaktivedanta Narayana Maharaja would sometimes give only the eighteen-syllable Gopala 
mantra to children who had not yet received diksa but wanted to engage in Deity worship. He 
did the same for some former ISKCON members who came to him for shelter and who had only 
received harināma initiation, and who had rejected their harināma guru; then later he would 
give them full dīksā with all mantras. From our research, it seems that the other gurus coming 
from $rila Bhaktisiddhanta did not give Brahma-gayatri to women, though they did give that 
mantra as part of dīksā to men regardless of birth or occupation. 


If we go back hundreds of years, we find a variance in the mantras given in the Gaudiya 
sampradāya. As mentioned, $rila Prabhupāda gave all brahminical initiated disciples an 
eighteen-syllable Gopala mantra. As he writes in his purport to Caitanya-caritamrta Adi 5.221: 


In his own planet, Lord Brahma, with the inhabitants of that planet, worships 
the form of Lord Govinda, Krsna, by the mantra of eighteen syllables, klir 
krsnāya govindāya gopi-jana-vallabhaya svāhā. Those who are initiated by a bona 
fide spiritual master and who chant the Gayatri mantra three times a day know 
this astadasaksara (eighteen-syllable) mantra. 


However, in Brhad-bhagavatamrta, Sanatana Goswami writes of a ten-syllable Gopala mantra 
(Brhad-bhāgavatāmrta 2.1.36-37): 


tatratya-devim kamakhyam 
šraddhayānu-dinam bhajan 
tasyah sakāšāt tustayah 
svapne mantram dasaksaram 
lebhe madana-gopāla- 
caranambhoja-daivatam 
tad-dhyanadi-vidhanadhyam 
saksad iva maha-nidhim 
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The relevant word-for-word translation is as follows: mantram—the mantra; daša-aksaram—of 
ten syllables; lebhe—he received; madana-gopāla—of Madana-gopala; caraņa-ambhoja—the lotus 
feet; daivatam—whose object of worship; tat—of that; dhyana-adi—for the meditation 


Commentary: The ten-syllable Gopala-mantra is defined in esoteric terms in the book 
Krama-dīpikā, an old Vaisnava tantra by Ke$ava Ācārya. Vedic and tantric mantras should 
be chanted only by qualified persons who have received them through proper 
initiation. 


To explore other bona fide gāyatrī mantras used in our Gaudiaya sampradāya, we can turn to the 
work of Sri Dhyānacandra Gosvami. “There are many disciples of Vakre$vara Pandita in Orissa, 
and they are known as Gaudīya Vaisnavas although they are Oriyas. Among these disciples are 
Šrī Gopalaguru and his disciple $ri Dhyanacandra Gosvāmī.” (Caitanya-caritāmrta Ādi 10.17 
purport). 


Sivarama Swami writes about the book of Sri Dhyanacandra Gosvāmī in Suddha-bhakti- 
cintāmaņi, Chapter 28: 


According to Thakura Bhaktivinoda, Caitanya Mahaprabhu instructed Svarüpa 
Damodara Gosvami to disseminate confidential knowledge of the path of 
spontaneous worship. [Jaiva-dharma, Chapter 39] Svarüpa Damodara Gosvami 
followed the Lord's instruction and made notes in his diary on the two aspects 
of such worship, the internal or esoteric (antah-panthā) and the external or 
exoteric (bahih-pantha). Vakre$vara Pandita received the exoteric path, which 
was later recorded by Dhyanacandra Gosvami in a work called $ri Gaura- 
govindārcana-smaraņa-paddhati, and Raghunatha dāsa Gosvami received the 
esoteric path, which he recorded in writings such as Vilāpa-kusumāīijali and 
Manah-šiksā. 


Šrī Dhyānacandra Gosvami's book, has, therefore, bona fide Gaudiya Vaisnava mantras. For 
example, he gives this instruction in his book: 


The guru-gāyatrī is: rim gurudevaya vidmahe gaura-priyāya dhimahi tan no guruh 
pracodayat 


The meaning of the guru-gayatri is that although the guru is actually a direct 
form of $ri Hari, he is to be meditated on as being a dear one of $ri Gauracandra. 
May that Gurudeva engage us in the service of his lotus feet. 
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In another place in the same book he writes: 
He shall meditate on the mantra and $riman Mahāprabhu as such: 
mantra: klim gaurāya svaha 
gayatri: klīm caitanyāya vidmahe visvambharaya dhimahi tan no gaurah pracodayat 


Referencing the Gautamiya-tantra, he lists both the ten-syllable Gopala mantra (klim gopi-jana- 
vallabhaya svāhā) and the eighteen-syllable Gopala mantra that our $rila Prabhupāda gave. He 
also lists gāyatrī mantras for each of the paīica-tattva and for $rimati Radharani. Yet we in 
ISKCON do not chant these mantras. Thus, specific mantras are a detail of bhakti, relative to the 
Gaudīya sampradāya. 


Srila Bhaktivinoda Thākura and Srila Bhaktisiddhānta 
Sarasvatī 


Srila Bhaktivinoda Thākura chanted 15 gāyatrī mantras that he received at dīksā, including ones 
for Ananga Mafijari, Ripa Mafijari, Lalita Devi, and Jahnava Devi. 


According to some of his descendants and members of his spiritual family that know his 
standards through his biological family, these mantras have been passed down until the 
present day to both the men and women, coming through the Thakura's sons and daughters, 
including Lalit Prasad, Rādhikā Prasad, and Bhaktisiddhanta Sarasvati, among others. $rila 
Bhaktisiddhanta Sarasvati gave all fifteen of these mantras to disciples before he took sannyasa. 
After taking sannyāsa he gave his disciples, including sannyāsīs, the seven mantras that our $rila 
Prabhupada gave. So, Bhakti Pradipa Tirtha Maharaja, and whoever came to Bhaktivinoda 
Thākur before his passing, got all the mantras. But the brahmacārīs and sannyāsīs in the Gaudīya 
Matha got only seven mantras, in keeping with the principle of worshipping the raga path from 
a distance till one gains adhikara through sadhana in the vidhi path. 


Those who received all fifteen mantras also passed down all those mantras to their disciples. 
This history is described by persons such as the daughter-in-law of Rādhikā Prasad, and in the 
book Sarasvati Jayasri that $rila Sarasvati Thakur personally edited and Krsnabhiseka dasa 
translated in 2008, which remains awaiting publication by Pranava dasa. 


During the nineteenth century, various kayasthas (the second jāti, or division by birth, of the 
Bengali system) were involved in debates about whether they could participate in Vedic 
education. Some of them got the Brahma-gayatri mantra along with the sacred thread. In 
Midnapore, the followers of Shyamananda Pal started developing what scholars called “neo- 
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brahminism” which included wearing the sacred thread. (Partha Chatterjee, The Nation and Its 
Fragments, Princeton, New Jersey, Princeton University Press, 1994, p. 182) $rila Bhaktivinoda 
Thākura, who appeared in the kayastha lineage, did not wear the sacred thread, out of respect 
for the request of his dīksā guru Bipin Bihari Goswāmī, and the social etiquette that existed at 
that time. However, many of his children, including $rila Bhaktisiddhānta Sarasvati Thakura 
and Lalit Prasad Thakura, did wear it. They were both active in kayastha society and wrote the 
two books Brahmana 0 Vaisnava and Brahma Kayastha, respectively, which spoke to the ongoing 
debates between kayasthas and smārta brahmanas. 


At the same year as Srila Bhaktisiddhanta Sarasvati Thakura began an annual Sri Navadvipa- 
dhama parikramā under the guidance of $rila Bhaktivinoda Thākura, he 


gave dīksā to Vinoda-bhari at the Yogapitha on $ri Gaura-pūrnīmā evening after 
the completion of the parikrama. After the diksa ceremony was over, Vinoda- 
bihari went to his guru, and at his lotus feet, humbly requested the guru-mantra. 
Until then $rila Prabhupada [$rila Bhaktisiddhanta Sarasvati Thakura] had not 
given the guru-mantra to anyone. When Srila Prabhupada heard Vinoda-bihari’s 
earnest request, he became silent [and] began to reflect. Seeing him silent, the 
brahmacārī again expressed his ardent desire: "Must a disciple approach some 
other guru to receive the guru-mantra and instructions on service to guru?" 
Hearing this, $rila Prabhupāda smiled, and with great affection gave Vinoda- 
bihari the guru-mantra. After this, $rila Prabhupada started to give the guru- 
mantra to others as well. (Sri $rimad Bhaktivedanta Narayana Gosvami 
Maharaja, Acarya Kesari Sri Srimad Bhakti Prajfiana Kesava Gosvāmī: His Life and 
Teachings, Gaudiya Vedānta Publications, New Delhi, 2013, p. 29) 


Lines coming from $rila Bhaktisiddhānta Sarasvati 


Regarding other Gaudīya gurus in the line from $rila Bhaktisiddhānta Sarasvati, what is loosely 
referred to as “Gaudiya Math" in the present day is not a monolith. Practices cannot 
universally be assumed to be uniform among institutions or even among gurus within the 
same institution. However, from our inquiries so far to comply with the GBC's request to 
research within the Gaudiya sampradaya as a whole, the following does appear to be uniform 
among the Sarasvata Gaudiya gurus about whom we asked: At first initiation (harinama) Hare 
Krsna mahāmantra is given, not Brahma-gayatri (or guru-gayatri, Gaura-gayatri, etc.). At second 
initiation (which may be very shortly after first initiation, even the same day or a few days 
later), women do not receive Brahma-gāyatrī. Men do receive Brahma-gayatri at second 
initiation. This includes men working at salaried jobs such as mining engineer, software 
developer, etc. We did not find any cases of the new initiates speaking vows at either initiation. 
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They often were recommended for initiation by some senior Vaisnava who would tell them 
about following the four regulative principles, chanting japa, and other practices, and inquire 
about their personal practices. They would be given instructions by the guru, individually or 
collectively or both, at the time of initiation. Sri Gurumātā Jayasree Devi, to our knowledge the 
only female guru of a Gaudīya Math temple, Guru Prapanna Ashram, Kolkata, does not give 
female disciples the Brahma-gayatri. In this regard: "Brahma-gāyatrī mantra is not given 
separately to the women because they are themselves gāyatrī swarüpini. Gayatri is inherently in 
them. So Gurumata, following the instructions of her gurudeva, doesn't give Brahma-gayatri. 
Brahma gāyatrī is passed down to the disciples in male body by Gurumata's godbrother or her 
appointed disciple." We note that there are other women in Bhaktisiddhanta's line who give 
dīksā, but are not leaders of any matha. One such lady dīksā-guru, a disciple of Bhaktisiddhanta's 
only European disciple, Sadananda dāsa, did not give the Brahma-gāyatrī to her disciples. At 
least one of her disciples, Kalakanthi dāsī, personally received harinama and the Gopala-mantra. 
Kalakanthi dāsī was interviewed for this paper. She wrote about Sadananda dāsa and the 
Brahma-gayatri as follows: 


In a letter to Vāmanadāsa from 1954 he [Sadānanda] further explains the 
greater powers of harinama compared to the paficaratrika method, comprising 
Gopala-mantra and so forth (without mentioning Brahma-gayatri, unless it is to 
be included within “etc.”): 


"I must have written to you earlier that the paficaratra mantra leads to the 
realization, experience and participation in the sevā in a certain situation of the 
lila, when the circularly progressing and increasing lila comes to a resting point 
in the colorful changing roundelay; as under the shadow of the kalpataru [desire 
tree] in Vrndāvan in the nightly līlā intermission, when all gopīs sit around Both 
in orderly circles, or in the lilà intermission at noon, when they do so on a huge 
lotus shaped swing. These [intermissions] are like water vortices - in which the 
current is stopped, as it were. 1) The mantra gives freedom from ignorance, the 
sickness of thirst and a clear understanding of the essence of Both and Their 
seva. 2) The mahāmantra "Hare Krsna..." gives bhāgavata prema. In rāgānuga- 
bhakti both are combined: mahāmantra and mantra-japa of Gopala-mantra 
together with guru-gayatri, Kama-gayatri, Radha-Krsna-gayatri etc. The latter at 
the times of sandhyā: at dawn, noon, dusk." 


Elsewhere, however, he explains the Brahma-gayatri, in line with Sayana's commentary 
on the Rg Veda: 


"Bhargas is the power of knowledge emanating from the Paramatma, which cuts 
the knot of the heart (erroneous concept of the self) and makes the upadhis or 
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covers shrouding the ātmā with their vāsanās and samskaras wither. The word 
bhargas comes from bhrāj or roasting, turning into ashes, and is already used in 
the Vedic language for heating grains, which thereby lose their ability to 
germinate and whose husks are roasted to ashes.” 


Besides this, the only other reference to Brahma-gāyatrī in his archive is in his 
translation of Caitanya-candrodaya-nātakam: 


"Itis not proper to wrestle with Him, the Prabhu, by force. Because what He 
Himself wants and thinks, he induces in the citta of His Own. The sun 
communicates its tejas [effulgence] to the surya-kānta-maņi [star ruby]. But the 
surya-kānta-maņi cannot get rid of its own heat." The seed of hope that we had 
planted in our hearts, has been burnt by the forest fire of our dur-daiva 
(miserable fate) (bharjita)." (bhargo devasya dhimahi: the bija (seed) of ignorance 
shall be burned, roasted. (Brahma-gayatri)) 


Here he leads us to think of Caitanya as the spiritual Sun, as the effulgent form 
of Rasarāja-Mahābhāva He reveals to Raya Ramananda - and the bhakta as the 
surya-kānta-maņi (star ruby), in whose heart all ignorance and misconceptions 
are burnt to ashes in the presence of Him.” 


We asked disciples of $rila Bhakti Raksaka $ridhara Mahārāja, $rila Bhakti Pramoda Puri 
Mahārāj, $rila Bhakti Ballabha Tirtha Mahārāj (disciple of $rila Bhakti Dayita Madhava 
Maharaja), and Srila Bhaktivedānta Narayana Maharaja (disciple of Srila Bhakti Prajfiana 
Kešava Maharaja). Other than disciples of Srila Narayana Maharaja, these disciples did not have 
yajfias during their initiation. 


If we examine Gaudiya groups that previously had some affiliation with ISKCON, and perhaps 
also an affiliation with other Gaudiya branches, we find quite a bit of variance. Tripurari Swami 
does a fire yajña, and initiates make vows, but their vows of the amount of harināma japa are 
individual. He gives Brahma-gāyatrī to all his second-initiated disciples, men and women. 
According to Swami B.P. Padmanabha Maharaja, the Brahma-gayatri is given to both men and 
women within Vrinda and Sri Caitanya Sangha, two movements with their origin in ISKCON 
but, like Tripurari Swami’s society, influenced also by the teachings of Srila Prabhupada’s 
godbrother Swami B.R. Sridhara Maharaja. Siddhasvarūpānanda rarely, if ever, gives gāyatrī 
mantras. He gives only harināma initiation. He asks all disciples to vow to chant fifteen rounds 
daily “so they will not think they are better than ISKCON.” 


35 We have altered some capitalization and spelling for consistency with this paper. 
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Šrīla Nārāyaņa Mahārāja would sometimes give just the Gopāla mantra (i.e., the eighteen- 
syllable mantra) to some children and youth (aged 9, 10, 13, etc.) without giving them full dīksā, 
so they could assist with Deity worship at home or a temple. $ripada Daņdi Maharaja did that, 
as well. Additionally, Srila Narayana Maharaja gave some former ISKCON devotees who only 
had first initiation just the Gopala mantra so they could worship the Deity. Those persons 
would all, presumably, take full gāyatrī dīksā, with all the mantras, later. Srila Narayana 
Maharaja did not give the Brahma-gāyatrī to women. He included a fire yajfia as part of the 
initiation. If for some practical reason a yajña could not be performed then, he would ask them 
to participate in the next yajfia taking place at a festival or other occasion. 


Various Gaudiya lines other than from Srila 
Bhaktisiddhanta Sarasvati 


We have included this section as part of the question as to whether the chanting of the 
Brahma-gayatri is a principle or a detail of Gaudiya Vaisnava practice and to comply with the 
GBC’s request to research within the Gaudiya sampradaya as a whole. The information here is 
descriptive of what various Gaudiyas outside of the line of Srila Bhaktisiddhanta do. There is 
no evaluation or judgment of these practices implied or intended. Rather, these descriptions 
are presented with the utmost respect. We acknowledge our sources in the methodology 
section that lists the consultants for this paper and the areas of information they provided. 


Srila Prabhupāda writes in his purport to Caitanya-caritamrta Adi 7.45, following the purport of 
Srila Bhaktisiddhanta : 


There are many Vaisnava families in Bengal whose members, although not 
actually born brahmanas, act as ācāryas by initiating disciples and offering the 
sacred thread as enjoined in the Vaisnava tantras. For example, in the families of 
Thakura Raghunandana Ācārya, Thākura Krsnadasa, Navani Hoda and 
Rasikananda-deva (a disciple of Syamananda Prabhu), the sacred thread 
ceremony is performed, as it is for the caste Gosvamis, and this system has 
continued for the past three to four hundred years. Accepting disciples born in 
brahmana families [in Srila Bhaktisiddhanta’s commentary, this sentence reads: 
Accepting disciples of all vārnas, beginning with brahmanas*], they are bona fide 
spiritual masters who have the facility to worship the salagrama-sila, which is 
worshiped with the Deity. As of this writing, salagrama-sila worship has not yet 
been introduced in our Krsna consciousness movement, but soon it will be 


?6 Bengali text from the Anubhāsya: ihārā adyāpi viprādi sakala varņera diksa-gurura kāryya o sālagrāmādira arccana 
karifiā āsitechhena. 
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introduced in all our temples as an essential function of arcana-mārga (Deity 
worship). 


It is reasonable to assume that the offering of the sacred thread may have included the giving 
of the Brahma-gayatri. Further indication of the same is given by $rila Bhaktisiddhanta, who in 
his book Brahmana and Vaisnava, page 96, wrote: "the samskara of brahmana initiation by 
qualification was begun long ago and is still practiced today in the sampradāya of Šrī 
Šyāmānanda-deva, the branch of Sri Nityananda, the sampradāya of Sri Krsņadāsa Navina-hoda, 
and the branch of Gaura's follower Raghunandana." 


According to Dr. Abhisek Bose, 


As far as I can recall, the descendants of Narahari and Raghunandana Thakur also wear 
the upavita. They are called Sarkara Thakura and have brahmana disciples. In fact, 
whenever there is a ‘Thakura’ added to the surname, we can guess non-brahmana 
descent. For example, Narottama dasa Thakura. 


Indeed, Narottama dasa Thakura was the son of the kayastha king Krsnananda Datta, and had 
disciples from brāhmaņa lineages, such as Ganganarayana Chakravarti. (The surname 
Chakravarti belongs to a brahmana lineage.) 


It has proved difficult to find information about mantras and initiations in Gaudīya lines other 
than from Bhaktisiddhanta Sarasvati. There are many Gaudīya lines in the Vrndavana area, as 
well as in Bengal, Orissa, and Manipur. However, it was difficult to communicate with leaders, 
especially during a pandemic. We were not able to find information regarding the current 
members of the lines listed in the purport, above. Of those persons we were able to contact, it 
was expressed by some of these Vaisnavas that there is hesitancy about revealing such things 
to ISKCON management as the information might be used for critical judgment. Finally, as 
expressed by one of the persons we interviewed, "this is the most confidential domain in any 
tradition and somehow I have not felt comfortable to enquire into that area or crossing the 
threshold [to learn about the practices of other lines]." We were able to research from very 
reliable contacts in the Vrndavana area. The research revealed that in the Nityananda parivara, 
the mantra given at dīksā is the Gopala mantra, though other mantras may be given as well. 
Sometimes the Hare Krsna mantra is given at the same time, and other times it is given first. 
Some branches give the Kama-gayatri at the same time as the Gopala mantra, and others give 
the Kama-gayatri only to renunciates who will engage in intensive lilà-smaranam. Prabhupada 
Nityagopala Goswami of the Nityananda vamésa, Navadvipa, didn't know of any Gaudīyas apart 
from those following Bhaktisiddhanta Sarasvati that give the Brahma-gayatri during diksa. 
However, as indicated in the quote from Bhaktisiddhānta Sarasvati's purport to Caitanya 
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Caritāmrta Ādi 7.45 ” given previously, such branches do exist. In the line from Gopāla Bhatta 
Gosvāmī, they receive four mantras (most likely including the Gopāla mantra) but not the 
Brahma-gayatri. The ceremony is simple, without fire yajfia. Krsna Ksetra Swami noted that, in 
his experience, whenever the Radha Ramana Goswamis have rituals they want performed for 
themselves—such as hair-cutting—they hire family priests who may be smārtas. In the 
Gadādhara parivara, in addition to the Gopala mantra and Kama gayatri, they receive Guru and 
Gaura mantras, but these are different from what is given in ISKCON. In these and other 
Gaudīya lines as represented in Vrndavana and Bengal, including those that originate in 
Manipur from Narottama dāsa Thākura, initiations are usually fairly private—maybe one or 
two people, without fire yajfía and without vows, including vows of a certain amount of rounds 
of the Hare Krsna mantra. If persons take such vows—whether for a certain period of time or 
lifetime—such is not done at the time of diksa. Initiates are expected to display good behavior, 
and will receive personal instruction about their chanting, personal practices such as food, and 
worship. In many lineages, only those born in brahmana families chant the Brahma-gayatri 
mantra. 


It is most significant that, regardless of differences in details, throughout the Gaudīya- 
Vaisnava-sampradaya as a whole dīksā and varna have no relationship. When disciples receive 
dīksā into the sampradāya mantras of any particular branch, such dīksā does not indicate or 
change their varna. As quoted previously in this paper, $rila Prabhupada makes the same point 
repeatedly, even though he included the Brahma-gāyatrī as part of dīksā. 


Sri Vaisnavas 


We have included this section as part of the question as to whether the chanting of the 
Brahma-gayatri is a principle or a detail of Vaisnava practice. The information here is 
descriptive of what non-Gaudīya Vaisnavas do. There is no evaluation or judgment of these 
practices implied or intended. Rather, these descriptions are presented with the utmost 
respect. 


There are two main groups of $ri Vaisnavas in regard to the question of who is qualified to 
chant Vedic mantras. The Vādakalāi are very caste-conscious. They are the line of the Sri 
sampradaya favoring the sastras that discriminate by birth. Therefore, to avoid giving “om namo 
nārāyaņāya”, a Vedic mantra, from the Narayana Upanisada, to their non-male-brahminical 
followers, they change "om" to “um”, “um namo nārāyanāya” or sometimes simply “namo 
nārāyanāya”. Or sometimes even "namo narayana” because some people object to adding the 


dative case to “Narayana,” because it makes it sound like a mantra. So they consistently take 


>7 As quoted by Srila Prabhupada in his own purport to that verse. 
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the position that šūdras and women, what to speak of mlecchas, are not supposed to chant 
anything which is even remotely similar to a Vedic mantra. 


The other group, the Tenkalāis, are consistent in a different way. They disregard the caste 
system altogether, based on a $astric rationale. They say that šāstra says that everyone, no 
matter who, has to chant "om namo nārāyaņāya” for salvation. In the original šāstras, in the 
Upanisads, there is no restriction about this. That comes later, in certain dharma-šāstras, 
specifically in the Apastamba Dharmasütra. So the Tenkalais say everyone should chant. They 
give everyone this mantra "om namo nārāyaņāya,” and everyone chants. 


They do follow varnasrama. However, they only follow those rules of varņāšrama which do not 
contradict their Vaisnavata, the fundamental principles of Vaisnavism. 


Current Indian practice 


In modern India it's become common to have women chanting om, the Brahma-gayatri, and 
other Vedic mantras. In many cases such recordings, or live performances, are broadcast in 
temples such as Tirumala. A famous Tamil brahmana woman chants the Visnu Sahasranāma, and 
M.S. Subbalakshmi chants om as well as the Visnu Sahasranāma. In North India women chant 
the Brahma-gayatri out loud in song. At the same time, there are groups that stick to certain 
traditions that only allow brahmana-born males to chant any Vedic mantras or om at all. 


Current Indian practices of chanting gayatri have been influenced by mid-nineteenth 
century reformists. In the 1860s, Brahmo Samajis and other 'reformists' (Hindu 
‘modernisers’) debated the propriety of wearing the sacred thread. From the late 
nineteenth century, both Arya Samaj members and followers of Swami Vivekananda 
were encouraged to participate in public rites of incorporation which involved the 
investiture with the sacred thread and the imparting of the sacred formula known as 
the gāyatrī mantra. 


(Susan Bayly, 1999, Caste, Society and Politics in India. Cambridge University Press, pp. 
172-173.) 
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Summary Regarding Other Practices 


From the above examples, one can find variance in our Gaudīya sampradāya in terms of specific 
mantras given, and specific vows taken. The principle is to accept dīksā and to follow the dīksā 
and šiksā gurus, but their instructions may vary. 


After all, as $rila Prabhupada writes in Nectar of Devotion chapter 19: "There are many societies 
and associations of pure devotees, and if someone with just a little faith begins to associate 
with such societies, his advancement to pure devotional service is rapid." 


If we go back many thousands or millions of years, and go beyond the Gaudiya sampradaya, we 
find even more variance. For example, Srila Prabhupada writes in his purport to Srimad- 
bhagavatam 5.7.14 in relationship to the daily sadhana of Bharata Maharaja: 


In the Rg Veda, the predominating Deity of the sun is worshiped by, this mantra: 
dhyeyah sadā savitr-mandala-madhya-varti narayanah sarasijāsana-sannivistah. 
Narayana sits on His lotus flower within the sun. By reciting this mantra, every 
living entity should take shelter of Narayana just as the sun rises. According to 
modern scientists, the material world rests on the sun's effulgence. Due to the 
sunshine, all planets are rotating and vegetables are growing. We also have 
information that the moonshine helps vegetables and herbs grow. Actually 
Narayana within the sun is maintaining the entire universe; therefore Narayana 
should be worshiped by the gayatri mantra or the Rg mantra. 


The question before the Governing Body Commission is whether any variance is acceptable 
among ISKCON dīksā gurus in the "diksá contract,” or if ISKCON should continue the uniformity 
of what the guru and disciple gave that $rila Prabhupāda established. We will examine the 
points on each side in the conclusion. 


The Current State of ISKCON Regarding dīksā 


Presently in ISKCON we know of several instances of changes to the specifics of the exchange 
between guru and disciple before harinama initiation, at harinama initiation, or at second 
initiation. We will look at three categories of the dīksā "contract": the adhikāra or qualifications 
of the disciple, the vows the disciple makes, and the mantras the guru gives. In this paper, we 
are not considering the adhikāra of the guru in general, though we do discuss in our 
conclusions and recommendations about who is qualified to make changes in $rila 


Prabhupada's dīksā "contract." 
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Adhikāra of the disciple 


Please note that there is a large section of this paper about the gualification, or adhikāra, 
specifically to receive the Brahma-gāyatrī mantra. In that section we discuss various ways in 
which $rila Prabhupāda describes qualification. Here we focus on what is happening currently 
in ISKCON. It is perhaps obvious that many of these adjustments are done for very good and 
sound reasons. Such reasons can include weeding out insincere persons, ensuring that 
disciples have local guidance when the dīksā guru rarely visits and cannot keep up 
communication with all disciples, and so forth. This section is not about judgment or 
evaluation, but an objective report of what is happening. 


Gayatri mantra before harinama 


In regards to qualification for initiation, there are some leaders (and parents) who give the 
Brahma-gayatri to a young person as part of Deity worship. For example, a formal public 
ceremony of upanayanam for the students is held at the boys' gurukula in Māyāpura Dhama. 
Although traditionally upanayanam is understood as dīksā, a leader there categorizes the giving 
of Brahma-gayatri to the students there as establishing a siksa guru relationship, and compares 
the devotee giving the Brahma-gayatri to a vartma-pradarsaka guru. He states that if, later, any 
of these boys' dīksā gurus give the Brahma-gayatri again that is acceptable, or if they respect 
that the boy already received the mantra at gurukula, that is also acceptable. We will look at this 
situation further in the conclusion. It should also be noted that the giving of Brahma-gāyatrī as 
part of upanayanam is part of the practice of individual families for whom such is a tradition in 
their lineage. Here we are referring to instituting upanayanam as a standard ceremony in an 
ISKCON-affiliated project. 


Gender and occupation 


A significant change in adhikara is at least one instance of which we are aware of a guru in 
ISKCON who does not give brahminical initiation at all to people with a salaried job. He 
explained that he gave second initiation to someone he categorized as a "südra" but without 
the Brahma-gayatri. He said that he presently does not give the Brahma-gayatri to any women 
disciples. 


Time to wait for initiation 


Perhaps the most widespread change in adhikāra for dīksā in ISKCON is in regard to time to wait 
to get initiated. The following conversation with the GBC on March 27, 1975, in Mayapura 
illustrates $rila Prabhupada's general policy regarding waiting time: 
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Tamāla Krsņa: Is there any fixed amount of time that one has to be in the Society to get 
first, hari-nāma, initiated? Because I... 


Prabhupāda: That we have already fixed, six months to one year. 
Tamāla Krsņa: Six months to one year. And for brāhmaņa initiation? 
Rūpānuga: One year, you said, after that. 


Prabhupāda: No, within one year. That's all. If one, within one year, one does 
not become to the standard, then he's unfit. 


Rūpānuga: $rila Prabhupāda, after first initiation, one has to wait one year to get 
second initiation? 


Prabhupāda: Six months. 


We should note that $rila Prabhupada himself sometimes changed his time standards for 
initiation for individual persons. He initiated a disciple in Russia after only three days, for 
example, and there were those to whom he gave harinama initiation after only a few weeks. 
There are a number of times when he gave harinama and gāyatrī dīksā at the same time or with 
less than a six-month interval. There were other disciples who, for various reasons, waited 
longer than six-months for harināma initiation, or had a longer than six-month interval 
between harinama and gāyatrī dīksā. However, as a general policy, $rila Prabhupāda followed 
the Hari-bhakti-vilasa in recommending that guru and disciple test each other for one year. 


Today in ISKCON various gurus have a wide disparity of general policies of a minimum time 
one must be following the process before getting dīksā. The GBC rules state that persons should 
spend six months worshipping $rila Prabhupāda as guru, and then another six months with a 
relationship with a particular guru before receiving harinama. Yet, some ISKCON dīksā gurus 
have a general policy of a minimum of five years or more. With some gurus, waiting for ten 
years to receive harināma is common. With other ISKCON gurus, they give harināma after a 
month or two of the devotee having a relationship with them. Because a recommendation 
from a temple president is required, the variety in rules of various temples also comes into 
play. So a guru who normally requires six months may have prospective disciples who need to 
get a recommendation from a temple president who requires two years. Again, we are 
discussing this change in regard to a general policy applied to all or the vast majority of 
candidates, not in regard to discretion applied to individuals. 
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Local mentors, local service, charts, etc. 


A number of dīksā gurus have a general requirement for all dīksā candidates to have a mentor 
or counselor (arguably a type of šiksā-guru) in addition to themselves as dīksā guru. Often this 
requirement can only be met by a geographically local mentor, and often one from an 
approved list from the local temple authorities. Sometimes this local mentor is a general 
requirement from a temple or zone, such that candidates for dīksā from a particular guru may 
only have this extra requirement depending on where they live. 


Similarly, some temple presidents and some dīksā gurus may have a requirement of a certain 
amount of service done over time at a local ISKCON temple. There may also be certain 
requirements of sadhana charts, some of which further require, for example, that the daily 
šāstra class one attends must be the official one at the local temple. There are even temple 
presidents who charge a fee for writing a recommendation letter. 


Courses and degrees 


The GBC has recently added a disciples' course as a general requirement for harinama 
initiation. Additionally, many dīksā gurus require a Bhakti-$astri degree for gayatri diksa. We 
can note here that the idea of those who receive gāyatrī dīksā first having a Bhakti-sastri degree 
came from $rila Prabhupada himself, although he did not make it an absolute mandate. Those 
dīksā gurus, temple presidents, or zone who absolutely require a Bhakti-šāstri degree as 
adhikāra for gāyatrī dīksā are thus adding to Srila Prabhupada’s dīksā “contract.” 

The European Regional Governing Body, during the mid-2000s, voted a resolution prescribing 
that candidates for second initiation must first pass the Bhakti-$astri examinations. This adds a 
condition to the eligibility required for receiving second initiation.” We should note that in 
2003 the GBC accepted the paper of the Sastric Advisory Council that passing an examination 
in šāstra could not be an absolute requirement to become a dīksā guru. Any dīksā guru, local 
ISKCON leader, or ISKCON zone who makes having sastra degrees an absolute requirement to 
receive dīksā creates a contradiction. Obviously, one cannot give dīksā without also having 
received it. So, if degrees are required to receive dīksā then de facto they are required to be a 
dīksā guru. 


It should be noted that at the time when $rila Prabhupada referred to Bhakti-šāstri 
examinations as a condition for second initiation, the extensive Bhakti-$astri courses as they 
are offered today were not yet available. Moreover, the Bhakti-šāstri examinations at the end 
of the 1970s were limited to an exam consisting of a series of questions. It was quite simple 


38 http://eurorgb.com/euro-rgb-meeting-radhadesh-october-7-2013 
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compared to today's more complex assessments consisting of short closed-book guestions, 
open-book guestions and essay writing. It should also be noted that while there are times 
when $rila Prabhupāda said he would require šāstra degrees, at other times he said it was 
voluntary. And he never, in fact, mandated them. 


In 2019, the ISKCON Board of Examination discussed the different standards applied by dīksā 
gurus for second initiation. This is an issue for the board, since for enrollment in the 
Bhaktivedānta course, brahminical initiation is reguired. 


SAC wishes to emphasize that the move towards thorough education of disciples, both through 
the disciples' course and šāstra degrees, is of great benefit for ISKCON members and ISKCON as 
a whole. What is of note here is that an absolute mandating of such education changes the part 
of $rila Prabhupada's dīksā "contract" in the area of the disciples' qualification. 


Overall: Variation in ISKCON leaders and ISKCON initiating gurus 
determining adhikara for initiation 


ISKCON leaders and ISKCON initiating gurus may differ widely in terms of determining 
eligibility for awarding disciples harinama (first) and brahminical (second) initiation. 


For example, the European Regional Governing Body mandating Bhakti-$astri examinations for 
second initiation, as noted in the previous section, creates an inequality with other parts of the 
world, where such a pre-condition is non-existing. It also, as noted above, conflicts with the 
general GBC requirement to be a dīksā guru. 


Moreover, the motives and timelines for awarding second initiation are varying and are 
different for practically each individual ISKCON initiating guru. Some initiating gurus offer 
second initiation on request of temple authorities; this mainly because there is a need for 
pujārīs at the temple, and they barely consider whether the candidate has a moderate 
understanding of the scriptures. Other gurus will offer second initiation only when the disciple 
is well acquainted with the scriptures. Waiting times are hugely different from guru to guru, 
going from respecting the minimum term of one year, up to five years or more, after first 
initiation. In addition, there are several initiating gurus who are hesitant to offer second 
initiation to women, or to devotees who work under the supervision of an employer, or they 
only offer second initiation when in their estimation the disciple is highly qualified. 
Additionally, as discussed in this paper, the offering of the Brahma-gayatri mantra separately 
from the other gāyatri-mantras, and/or given by other devotees than the dīksā-guru, is another 
issue. This variety of conditions, which were not introduced by $rila Prabhupada, developed 
since the early 1980s. 
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The above situations mean, for example, that a guru who does not reguire a šāstra degree for 
second initiation, or who does not reguire disciples to have a local mentor, etc. may be forced 
to do so if a prospective disciple lives in a temple or zone that requires it. In general, the 
current ISKCON system grants local ISKCON leaders more authority than diksa-gurus in the 
realm of determining the adhikāra of disciple. 


Possible reason some gurus may be adjusting the adhikara for initiation 


The question of adhikaras of disciples brings up the whole question of the adhikara of the 
spiritual master. In examining how many dīksā gurus in ISKCON have increased—sometimes 
significantly—the adhikāra for taking initiation, we can consider one possible reason. Some 
dīksā gurus might not be confident that they are an uttama-adhikārī. Therefore, they might 
conclude that they do not have the potency required to accept the karma of disciples and to 
inspire them to turn from their past material inclinations towards full dedication to the Lord 
in pure devotional service. So such gurus might want to put some additional restrictions on 
their disciples in order to give their disciples an opportunity to practice some more, listen to 
lectures, understand the philosophy, and acquire a genuine taste for spiritual practice. By such 
extra preparation, these gurus may feel that their disciples won't be a burden. As $rila Jiva 
Gosvami writes in this regard in Bhagavat-sandarbha text 49: 


krpalor asamarthasya duhkhayaiva krpaluta 
samarthasya tu tasyaiva sukhayaiva krpaluta 


Translation: For one who shows compassion to others, but is not qualified to do so, his 
compassion will become the source of suffering [both for him and those whom he helps]. But 
for the qualified person his compassion will become the source of happiness [both for him and 
the others]. 


Therefore, we may consider the problems leading to such changes being introduced. Later in 
the paper we will discuss who is capable of understanding what changes are necessary 
according to the changing situation, and who is qualified to introduce them. 


Mantras given or not given by the guru 


It is perhaps obvious that when gurus in ISKCON make adjustments in mantras they often do so 
for good and sound reasons. Such reasons include wanting to institute varnasrama to please 
$rila Prabhupāda, or to assist disciples with worship and meditation. This section is not about 
judgment or evaluation, but an objective reporting of what is happening. 
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As mentioned in the section on adhikāra, at least one dīksā guru has subtracted the Brahma- 
gayatri mantra from diksa for certain initiates based on their occupation or their gender. We 
also know of one ISKCON dīksā guru who, for some time, added a gayatri mantra for Lord 
Nityananda to what he gave his disciples, and of another one who added a gayatri mantra for 
Šrīmatī Rādhārāņī. Because generally disciples do not discuss what mantras they did or did not 
receive at gayatri dīksā, there may be other instances of which we are not aware where dīksā 
gurus in ISKCON are adding, subtracting, or changing the mantras they give at second initiation 
from what $rila Prabhupāda gave. 


It may be that some ISKCON dīksā gurus prescribe the chanting of the Pafíca-tattva mantra also, 
at the time of first initiation, although $rila Prabhupada never did this. 


Vows of the disciple 


As noted in the section about other Gaudiya lines and groups, the taking of vows at initiation is 
not generally part of our tradition. $rila Prabhupāda instituted the taking of lifetime vows at 
initiation for all of his disciples, and he limited those vows to five—the chanting of sixteen 
rounds and giving up of illicit sex, intoxication, gambling, and eating meat, fish, and eggs. 


It is perhaps obvious that when gurus make adjustments in vows they often have good and 
sound reasons for doing so. Such reasons include dealing with the growth of groups that have 
splintered off from ISKCON and the convictions of individual gurus that disciples will benefit 
by additional or different vows. This section is not about judgment or evaluation, but an 
objective reporting of what is happening. 


There is currently a GBC resolution to add loyalty to ISKCON and the GBC to the vows of 
harināma initiation. Only some dīksā gurus follow this resolution, and $rila Prabhupada asked 
for such loyalty oaths only from positional leaders (GBC members and temple presidents), to 
be renewed annually (see the minutes of the 1975 GBC meeting). He did not include 
institutional loyalty oaths as part of initiation into the sampradaya, although fairly early in the 
movement he did have disciples who left ISKCON to join other Gaudīya groups. Gurus in 
ISKCON's past (who have since left ISKCON) have added items to vows for all disciples, such as 
reading $rila Prabhupāda's books for one hour a day. 


There are individual dīksā gurus presently in ISKCON who add vows to the dīksā ceremony such 
as reading $rila Prabhupada's books a certain amount of time daily, listening to $rila 
Prabhupada's lectures a certain amount of time a day, chanting more than sixteen rounds on 
Ekādašī, and so forth. Recently at an ISKCON initiation, a devotee took a lifetime vow to never 
offend a Vaisnava and not to hear any Vaisnava aparadha. Some dīksā gurus do not add such 
vows as a general practice, but ask disciples at the time of dīksā to volunteer such additional 
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lifetime vows. As a sidenote, in some rare instances gurus have reduced vows for individual 
and extraordinary cases, such as having a disciple who was born deaf chant only four rounds 
(which took him over two hours as he meditated on pictures) or when persons are initiated on 
their deathbed with no expectation of being able to chant 16 rounds. 


Changes in ISKCON: Principles or Details 


Having reviewed the range of practices of dīksā in our Gaudīya sampradāya in general and in 
ISKCON in particular in regards to the disciples' adhikāra, the disciples' vows, and the mantras 
given, it is clear that these areas are all details of the dīksā contract, not principles of bhakti in 
the sampradāya as a whole. It is crucial to understand that whether and how these are changed 
depends on the adhikāra of the guru and the time, place, and circumstances. However, we do 
find that within each branch or sub-branch of our sampradaya, there is consistency in these 
details, which is related to the maturity of the branch that may have evolved the details over 
time. 


Who has the adhikara to introduce changes in ISKCON: 
Understanding $rila Prabhupāda's intentions and 
whether or not he would approve of such changes 


When examining the changes in adhikara of disciples, mantras given, and vows taken at diksa 
within our Gaudiya sampradaya, and specifically regarding the Brahma-gayatri, It is clear that 
within a sampradāya some persons do make such changes. In our examination of ISKCON, the 
persons making such changes are individual dīksā gurus, regional zonal leaders, individual 
temple presidents, or the whole GBC body. Sometimes these changes are made on the basis of 
helping disciples to be stronger and more fixed in bhakti. Sometimes these changes may be 
made because dīksā gurus feel a lack of qualification or desire to guide any but the most serious 
disciples. Some changes serve to limit the “power” of the dīksā guru. In some cases, changes in 
the dīksā "contract" have the aim of ensuring that ISKCON has members who are loyal to local 
centers or to the society as a whole in terms of their time and contributions. If dīksā has 
considerably different meaning depending on the individual guru, temple leader or the whole 
zone, then the unity of ISKCON may be adversely affected. Such a serious situation leads us to 
ask, who in ISKCON has the adhikāra to make changes to the dīksā contract? 


Of course, while present on this planet, $rila Prabhupāda made all the key decisions regarding 
the practice of Krsna Consciousness in ISKCON, and kept his final say in all the decisions made 
by other administrators. He based everything on šāstric injunctions, applying them according 
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to deša, kāla and pātra, (time, place, and circumstances) on the basis of the yukta-vairāgya 
principle. In some cases he made liberal changes such as having womet live in a temple, and in 
some cases he introduced stricter rules such as having all disciples take the same vows at 
initiation. Moreover, $rila Prabhupāda changed some of the things he applied in the early 
years, seeing them not completely suitable for changing situations. For example, instead of 
sending sannyāsīs overseas to preach as his guru had done, he sent three married couples. 
Later, he reverted to mostly sending sannyasis to preach. After $rila Prabhupada's departure, 
various changes have been introduced, sometimes in a liberal and sometimes in a stricter 
direction. In all cases, those who make such changes may be completely convinced that only 
what they are doing is what $rila Prabhupāda would have done in that situation, and he would 
have been only pleased with them. Thus, being motivated by the desire to please their spiritual 
master, they might go through immense troubles, including confronting others who have 
different visions and approaches. One of the explanations for those who want to take a stricter 
approach is to say that $rila Prabhupāda made liberal adjustments as a temporary emergency, 
apad-dharma. He writes in the purport to Srimad-bhagavatam (7.11.17): 


jaghanyo nottamām vrttim 
anapadi bhajen narah 
rte rajanyam apatsu 
sarvesam api sarvašah 


Translation: Except in a time of emergency, lower persons should not accept the occupational 
duties of those who are higher. When there is such an emergency, of course, everyone but the 
ksatriya may accept the means of livelihood of others. 


Purport: The occupational duty of a brahmana should not be accepted by persons in lower 
social orders, especially vais$yas and südras. For example, an occupational duty of the brahmana 
is to teach Vedic knowledge, but unless there is an emergency, this professional duty should 
not be accepted by the ksatriyas, vaisyas or šūdras. ... Sometimes brahmanas protest against our 
Krsna consciousness movement for creating brahmanas from Europeans, or, in other words, 
from mlecchas and yavanas. This movement, however, is here supported in $rimad-bhagavatam. 
At the present moment, society is in a chaotic condition, and everyone has given up the 
cultivation of spiritual life, which is especially meant for the brahmanas. Because spiritual 
culture has been stopped all over the world, there is now an emergency, and therefore it is 
now time to train those who are considered lower and condemned, so that they may become 
brāhmaņas and take up the work of spiritual progress. The spiritual progress of human society 
has been stopped, and this should be considered an emergency. (end of purport quote) 


Some devotees could conclude from the above quote that, if and when the emergency is 
finished, we should revert back to the “normal” condition. But before coming to that 
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conclusion, we should make sure whether $rila Prabhupada indicated that he established those 
practices temporarily or as a permanent adjustment for the welfare of the future followers. In 
the case that the adjustment was permanent, there is no need to change it. We can reverse it 
only if $rila Prabhupada gave an instruction or indication to revert back to the normal 
condition after the emergency situation finishes. In the case of his dīksā "contract" we find 
consistency over the eleven years $rila Prabhupāda was on the planet. As detailed earlier in 
this paper, we do find changes and variation in dīksā "contracts" in different branches of our 


sampradāya both at the present moment and over time. 


Ideally, the person to make such changes is an ācārya. $rimad-bhagavatam 10.2.31 explains what 
happens when an ācārya makes necessary changes: 


svayam samuttirya sudustaram dyuman 

bhavarnavam bhimam adabhra-sauhrdah 
bhavat-padambhoruha-navam atra te 
nidhaya yatah sad-anugraho bhavan 


Translation: O Lord, who resembles the shining sun, You are always ready to fulfill the desire 
of Your devotee, and therefore You are known as a desire tree [vārichā-kalpataru]. When ācāryas 
completely take shelter under Your lotus feet in order to cross the fierce ocean of nescience, 
they leave behind on earth the method by which they cross, and because You are very merciful 
to Your other devotees, You accept this method to help them. 


In his purport, $rila Prabhupāda explains "The ācārya gives the suitable method for crossing 
the ocean of nescience." When an ācārya who is dear to the Lord, and wishes to help others in 
the changed situation, modifies the practice, the Lord mercifully accepts the modification. One 
who is not so qualified can potentially make changes that may spoil that internal message of 
the paramparā. Srila Bhaktisiddhānta Sarasvati in his article “Thakur Bhaktivinoda”, written 
for the magazine The Harmonist, December 1931, vol. XXIX No.6,? speaks on who can 
understand $rila Bhaktivinoda Thākura. By extension, it applies to understanding all the 
previous ācāryas, including $rila Prabhupāda. This is quite a long article and worth reading in 
its entirety. $rila Bhaktisiddhanta warns, "There are persons who have got by heart almost 
everything that he wrote without being able to catch the least particle of his meaning." Rather, 
"The personal service of the pure devotee is essential for understanding the spiritual meaning 
of the words of Thakura Bhaktivinoda.... The Message conveyed by the devotees is the same in 
all ages. Before we open any of the books penned by Thākura Bhaktivinoda we should do well 
to reflect a little on the attitude, with which as the indispensable pre-requisite, to approach its 
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study.” We in ISKCON need similarly to understand the teaching of our founder-ācārya "from 
within.” 


Therefore, there is a need to have a developed system of researching and making necessary 
changes. One attempt in that direction was made by establishing ISKCON hermeneutics. As a 
science of understanding and applying the instructions of sadhu-sastra-guru, with training and 
expertise, it gives a powerful methodology to resolve contradictions, particularly if those who 
use it apply not only the principles and tools, but also imbibe the qualities needed for revealed 
truth. 


As $rila Prabhupāda did not appoint one ācārya to decide such matters after his disappearance, 
the GBC body has the overall responsibility to have the proper and deep discernment to decide 
what should be changed and in what way. As ISKCON has matured, the GBC have established 
councils, committees, and associations such as the SAC, the SABHA, and the deputies to aid in 
this process, all of which have shown positive results already. 


While making such decisions in ISKCON, the key principle would be to at least theoretically 
accept that one's knowledge or existing opinion might be imperfect, being ready to change it 
with further realization. Also, all such persons and groups do well to keep in mind that 
politicized research having one's own agenda won't bring real understanding. As confirmed in 
Kena Upanisad 2.3: 


yasyamatam tasya matam 

matam yasya na veda sah 
avijnatam vijānatām 
vijfíatam avijanatam 


Translation: Whoever denies having any opinion of his own about the Supreme Truth is 
correct in his opinion, whereas one who has his own opinion about the Supreme does not 
know Him. He is unknown to those who claim to know Him, and can only be known by those 
who do not claim to know Him. 


If one feels completely powerless, and therefore intensely prays to the Supreme Lord and the 
previous ācāryas, that mood brings genuine results. We see how it was the main source of 
success of $rila Krsnadasa Kaviraja Goswami, as he admits his qualification of writing about the 
pastimes of Lord Caitanya in Caitanya-caritāmrta Madhya 21.1: 


agaty-eka-gatim natva 
hinarthadhika-sadhakam 
šrī-caitanyam likhamy asya 
madhuryaisvarya-sikaram 
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Translation: Offering my obeisances unto Šrī Caitanya Mahāprabhu, let me describe a particle 
of His opulence and sweetness. He is most valuable for a fallen conditioned soul bereft of 
spiritual knowledge, and He is the only shelter for those who do not know the real goal of life. 


He takes full shelter of Lord Caitanya, and by His mercy describes Him, otherwise 
inconceivable. Similarly, $rila Rūpa Gosvāmī, his predecessor, was empowered by the same 
Lord Gauranga to become an acarya of the whole Gaudiya sampradāya: 


šrī-rūpa-hrdaye prabhu Sakti safícarila 
sarva-tattva-nirüpane 'pravina' karila 


Translation: By entering the heart of Rüpa Gosvāmī, $ri Caitanya Mahāprabhu empowered 
him to ascertain properly the conclusions of all truths. He made him an experienced devotee 
whose decisions correctly agreed with the verdicts of the disciplic succession. Thus $ri Rüpa 
Gosvāmī was personally empowered by Šrī Caitanya Mahaprabhu. (Caitanya-caritāmrta Madhya 
19.117) 


Krsna empowers one whose only motive is to please Him, and one's superiors, by one's efforts 
to understand the situation and give the proper solution. When a council, committee, or 
managing body consists of such sincere devotees, they can be actually effective to give proper 
advice. And, multiple councils, committees and managing bodies can also work together to 
reach a proper conclusion in cases where there is disagreement within groups or between 
groups. In some cases another party can act as judge to solve the contradictions, as 
Madhvacarya proposes in the Katha-laksana. ^ 


= id 


The choice regarding the dīksā "contract" in ISKCON involves the relationship between the 
dīksā gurus and the GBC, and the relationship between individual GBC members and the GBC 
body. It also involves the complex relationships local leaders have with their zonal leaders, the 
dīksā gurus who have disciples there, and the GBC body as a whole. It's worth noting that in the 
current situation, local leaders and zonal leaders effectively have control over determining 
adhikāra of disciples in their areas.“ While the GBC has made great strides in the last decade or 
so to define these relationships between the dīksā gurus and the GBC and between local leaders 
and each of the former, and then function with clear relationships in place, the variance in 
current dīksā "contracts" throughout ISKCON at present speaks to the need for increased 
clarity in their application. 


* The Kathālaksaņa is a brief text setting out the proper types of debate and discussing vada, jalpa, and vitaņdā, as 
discussed in the SAC's hermeneutics materials. 
?' From an abstract standpoint, such a situation, probably intended to avoid corruption in gurus, presents a ripe 
environment for corruption in local leadership. Perhaps corruption in local leaders is easier to manage, 
institutionally, than corruption in gurus. 
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Additionally, while the topic of the Brahma-gāyatri can be understood and applied in ISKCON 
with the research and hermeneutically sound conclusions presented here, the topic is part of 
broader issues. The fact that there is much confusion and misunderstanding about guru-tattva 
and varndsrama—both closely related to the topic at hand—is important. Until there is greater 
clarity on these two vast and complex subjects, there will be a continual stream of questions 
about specific topics such as the one this paper addresses. 


All these questions should be discussed by the leaders of our Society. The responsibility is very 
grave. There must be a clear strategic understanding how ISKCON will make changes necessary 
to solve the problems that will inevitably arise as our Movement spreads in a constantly 
changing world. 


The Relationship between Varndsrama and 
Bhakti 


Varndsrama, as explained by Lord Caitanya to Ramananda Raya, is external. Bhakti, however, is 
the eternal nature of the soul. 


As $rila Prabhupada explains in the Nectar of Devotion, chapter 2: 


Thus, the Krsna consciousness movement is so nice that there is no need of even 
designating oneself brahmana, ksatriya, vaisya, sūdra, brahmacārī, grhastha, 
vanaprastha or sannyāsī. Let everyone be engaged in whatever occupation he 
now has. Simply let him worship Lord Krsna by the result of his activities in 
Krsna consciousness. That will adjust the whole situation, and everyone will be 
happy and peaceful within this world. In the Narada Paficarátra the regulative 
principles of devotional service are described as follows: "Any activities 
sanctioned in the revealed scriptures and aiming at the satisfaction of the 
Supreme Personality of Godhead are accepted by saintly teachers as the 
regulative principles of devotional service. If one regularly executes such 
service unto the Supreme Personality of Godhead under the direction of a bona 
fide spiritual master, then gradually he rises to the platform of serving in pure 
love of God." 


In Nectar of Devotion chapter 11, $rila Prabhupada writes to further explain: 


The system of varņāšrama and the prescribed duties under this system are so 
designed that the conditioned soul may enjoy in the material world according to 
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his desire for sense gratification and at the same time gradually become 
elevated to spiritual understanding. Under these prescribed duties of varņa and 
āšrama there are many activities which belong to devotional service in Krsna 
consciousness. Those devotees who are householders accept Vedic ritualistic 
performances as well as the prescribed duties of devotional service, because 
both are meant for satisfying Krsna. When householder devotees perform some 
Vedic ritualistic duties, they do so to satisfy Krsna. As we have previously 
discussed, any activity aiming at satisfying the Supreme Personality of Godhead 
is considered devotional service. 


To understand this statement of Srila Prabhupada's, we can turn to Rupa Gosvami's Bhakti- 
rasamrta-sindhu 1.2.185: 


karma svabhavikam bhadram japa-dhyanarcanadi ca 
itidam dvividham krsne vaisnavair dasyam arpitam |[185]| 


Translation: There are two categories of this varnasrama-dasyam offered by the Vaisnavas to 
Krsna: offering the auspicious among the prescribed actions according to one's nature and 
offering only actions such as japa, meditation and Deity worship. 


Šrīla Jiva Gosvāmī's Commentary: 


There are two types of offering obligatory actions in varnasrama. Svābhāvikam here 
means those impressions attained from previous lives which give one a particular 
identity in the varndsrama system. Among those actions prescribed by that identity, 
only those that are auspicious are offered to the Lord, and not others (such as cleaning 
oneself with earth after passing stool). As well, japa and other spiritual actions (which 
are part of varņāšrama activities) are offered. If the Vaisnava offers these two types of 
actions to Krsna, they are called dāsyam. 


While some activity in varnasrama is the same as activity in bhakti, overall varnasrama duties 
are not necessarily part of bhakti, as $rila Rūpa Goswāmī explains in Bhakti-rasamrta-sindhu 
1.2.246: 


sammatam bhakti-vijfíanam bhakty-angatvam na karmaņām ||246]| 


Translation: The consensus of those knowledgeable of bhakti is that karma (varņāšrama duties) 
is not an anga of bhakti. 
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Srila Vi$vanatha Cakravarti Thākura's Commentary: 


Someone may argue as follows. "True, there is a glorification of all the arigas of 
pure bhakti (above all other processes), but Parāšara Muni has glorified karma as 
well: 


varnasramacaravata purusena parah pumān 
visnur aradhyate pantha nanyat tat-tosa-karanam 


"The Supreme Personality of Godhead, Lord Visnu, is worshiped by the proper 
execution of prescribed duties in the system of varna and asrama. There is no 
other way to satisfy the Supreme Personality of Godhead. One must be situated 
in the institution of the four varnas and as$ramas.' Visnu Purana 3.8.9 


This Visnu Purana verse substantiates that karma is an anga of bhakti, for in that 
verse there is evident approval for worshipping Visnu in combination with 
varņāšrama activities.” 


However, the author states that the consensus (sammatam) of those thoroughly 
experienced in bhakti, the pure devotees, including even Parāšara Muni himself, 
is otherwise. Para$ara Muni has also said in the Visnu Purana: 


yajfiešācyuta govinda madhavananta kešava 
krsna visno hrsikesety aha raja sa kevalam 
nanyad jagada maitreya kiscit svapnantaresv api 


“O Maitreya, King Bharata simply said, 'O master of sacrifice, O Acyuta, Govinda, 
Madhava, Ananta, KeSava, Krsna, Visnu, Hrsikesa!’ He said nothing else, even in 
his dreams." Visnu Purāņa 2.13.9-10 


Visnu Purāņa 3.8.9 and other similar statements are spoken for those who are not 
currently eligible for šuddha-bhakti. 


We can thus understand that the designations and activities of varnasrama may be adopted by 
the practitioner of bhakti yoga, but are not essential. If there is a conflict, the practices and 
principles of bhakti are higher. $rila Rūpa Goswami explains (Bhakti-rasamrta-sindhu 1.2.63-64) 
that there is no sin if a practitioner of bhakti neglects an aspect of varndsrama. However, no one 
should neglect bhakti. Definitely nothing of bhakti should be abandoned in order to favor an 
aspect of varņāšrama. 
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Yet, at the same time, varnasrama descriptions abound in the Vedic scriptures, including 
Srimad-bhagavatam. The importance of varnasrama can be understood from the Brhad 
Bhagavatamrta 2.2.204 purport: 


In Šrī Visnu Purāņa (3.8.9), Aurva Rsi tells King Sagara: 


varnasramacara-vata 

purusena parah puman 
visnur aradhyate pantha 
nanyat tat-tosa-karanam 


Translation: The Supreme Personality of Godhead, Lord Visnu, is worshiped by 
the proper execution of prescribed duties in the system of varna and asrama. 
There is no other way to satisfy the Lord." One who adheres to this varnasrama- 
dharma does not cease from all activity, thinking his life's work complete. Yet he 
does nothing else (nānyat) than worship Lord Visnu. 


This statement from the Visnu Purāņa clearly implies that worship of Lord Visnu 
is the summit of all varnasrama duties. Other than worship of Lord Visnu, no 
path (panthāh)—neither karma, nor jfíana, nor any other process—is a cause of 
the Lord's satisfaction (tat-tosa-karanam). These other methods have no 
independent power to satisfy Lord Visnu. Therefore unless they are engaged in 
the service of bhakti they are useless. 


Nevertheless, the Lord enjoins that varnasrama duties should not be given up: 


šruti-smrtī mamaivajfie 

yas te ullanghya vartate 

ajfía-cchedi mama drohi 
mad-bhakto 'pi na vaisnavah 


Translation: The sruti and smrti comprise My orders. If someone violates these 
scriptures, he breaks My commands and thus becomes My opponent. Even if he 
professes to be My devotee he is not a Vaisnava. [Cited in Bhakti-sandarbha 173] 


The Lord says this because performing varnasrama duties can help one progress 
toward the path of devotional service. At least in the lower stages of spiritual 
development, one should not abandon one's prescribed duties. The duties of 
varņāšrama must be maintained, especially by persons who are on the pravrtti- 
mārga, the path of material development, and who lack faith in the 
transcendental process of bhakti. 
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The Supreme Lord makes statements like these to encourage people to adhere 
strictly to their prescribed religious duties. However, many other statements 
throughout the revealed scriptures also say that the scope of obligatory 
material duties is limited. Such duties, limited also in their benefits, may be 
ignored without harm when they conflict with more important spiritual 
responsibilities. Thus devotees dedicated to the path of bhakti are not 
considered fallen if they fail to carry out some of their karmic commitments. As 
declared by the Personality of Godhead in Šrī Padma Purāņa: 


mat-karma kurvatam pumsam 
kriya-lopo bhaved yadi 
tesam karmani kurvanti 
tisrah kotyo maharsayah 


Translation: If persons doing My work fail to execute some other karmic duties, 
thirty million exalted sages carry out those commitments on their behalf.” 
Similarly, in the same Purana, Devadyuti prays: 


yasmin jfíate na kurvanti 
karma caiva šrutīritam 
niresaņā jagan-mitrah 
šuddham brahma namami tam 


Translation: Persons who know this pure Supreme cease performing the duties 
enjoined by the Srutis, lose all ambitions, and become friends of the whole world. 
To Him I bow down. 


At the same time, one who has abandoned everything is the best, as Krsna says to Uddhava in 
Srimad-bhagavatam 11.11.32: 


ajfíayaivam gunan dosan 
mayadistan api svakan 
dharman santyajya yah sarvan 
mam bhajeta sa sattamah 


Translation: Such a saintly person must be considered the most learned of men. He perfectly 
understands that the ordinary religious duties prescribed by Me in various Vedic scriptures 
possess favorable qualities that purify the performer, and he knows that neglect of such duties 
constitutes a discrepancy in one's life. Having taken complete shelter at My lotus feet, 
however, a saintly person ultimately renounces such ordinary religious duties and worships 
Me alone. He is thus considered to be the best among all living entities. 
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Ultimately, it is up to the sampradāya ācāryas, as well as each respective guru, to decide how to 
apply varnasrama rules to individual disciples. It depends on the adhikāra of the disciples as 
they progress on the ladder of bhakti. Srimad-bhagavatam 11.21.2 speaks about the need for 
determining such qualification: 


sve sve 'dhikare ya nistha 
sa gunah parikirtitah 

viparyayas tu dosah syad 
ubhayor esa ni$cayah 


Translation: Steadiness in one's own position is declared to be actual piety, whereas deviation 
from one's position is considered impiety. In this way the two are definitely ascertained. 


On every step of the ladder there are sets of gunas — positive recommendations, and dosas — 
negative things to avoid. As $rila Bhaktivinoda Thakura explained in verses 2.7-8 of his 
Upadesamrta Bhāsyā: 


niyama-agraha ara niyama-agraha 
dvi-prakara dosa ei bhakta-galagraha 
eke svadhikara-gata niyame-varjana 

are anya-adhikara niyama grahana 


Translation: The faults of both being negligent of rules and being obsessive about rules are 
burdens to devotees. In one, there is rejection of the rules meant for one's stage, and in the 
other, there is adherence to rules meant for stages other than one's own. 


Further elaborating on that verse of Upadesamrta in the niyamagraha section of his Bhaktyaloka, 
Srila Bhaktivinoda Thakura says that it’s up to the guru to determine what would be the vidhis 
(prescribed regulative practices), and what would be the nisedhas (forbidden activities) in 
every particular situation. Thus, the guru acts as the captain of the ship guiding the disciple, as 
confirmed in $rimad-bhagavatam 11.20.17: 


nr-deham ādyam su-labham su-durlabham 
plavam su-kalpam guru-karnadharam 
mayānukūlena nabhasvateritarh 
puman bhavabdhim na taret sa atma-ha 


Translation: When one wants to cross a large ocean, one requires a strong boat. It is said that 
this human form of life is a good boat by which one can cross the ocean of nescience. In the 
human form of life one can obtain the guidance of a good navigator, the spiritual master. One 
also gets a favorable wind by the mercy of Krsna, and that wind is the instructions of Krsna. 
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The human body is the boat, the instructions of Lord Krsņa are the favorable winds, and the 
spiritual master is the navigator. The spiritual master knows well how to adjust the sails to 
catch the winds favorably and steer the boat to its destination. If, however, one does not take 
advantage of this opportunity, one wastes the human form of life. Wasting time and life in this 
way is the same as committing suicide. 


Ācāryas show the whole path, and gurus help their disciples to walk that same path and to 
reach its goal. Gurus may apply different principles prescribed in the Vedas, changing those 
sets of vidhis and nisedhas as the disciples progress along the way, as was already guoted before 
from Bhakti-rasāmrta-sindhu 1.2.200: 


laukikī vaidikī vāpi yā kriyā kriyate mune 
hari-sevānukūlaiva sā kāryā bhaktim icchatā 


"One should perform only those activities—either worldly or prescribed by Vedic rules and 
regulations—which are favorable for the cultivation of Krsņa consciousness.” 


In addition, both Baladeva Vidyābhūsaņa and Bhaktivinoda Thākura describe three levels of 
devotees according to their gualification and show how they act differently. These are 
svanisthita, parinisthita and nirapeksā. Basically, svanisthita devotees are still on such a level that 
they need to follow some of the instructions of the Vedas regarding material activities to make 
progress. They will get benefited, and thus come to the transcendental level. Although 
parinisthita devotees are already beyond those prescriptions, they still follow them in order to 
set a proper example. Šrīmad-bhāgavatam 7.10.23 shows how Prahlada Maharaja, a mahā- 
bhāgavata devotee, was instructed to become king of the Daityas, and to rule for a long time in 
order to help them make spiritual progress. And a nirapeksa devotee is one who is on the 
highest level of spontaneous devotional service, completely indifferent to all rules and 
regulations. Such persons are rare; they are described in Srimad-bhagavatam 11.2.40 as follows: 


evam-vratah sva-priya-nama-kirtya 
jatanurago druta-citta uccaih 
hasaty atho roditi rauti gayaty 
unmada-van nrtyati loka-bahyah 


Translation: By chanting the holy name of the Supreme Lord, one comes to the stage of love 
of Godhead. Then the devotee is fixed in his vow as an eternal servant of the Lord, and he 
gradually becomes very much attached to a particular name and form of the Supreme 
Personality of Godhead. As his heart melts with ecstatic love, he laughs very loudly or cries or 
shouts. Sometimes he sings and dances like a madman, for he is indifferent to public opinion. 
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Srila Prabhupāda explains it in his lecture on Bhagavad-gità 7.1 on January 22, 1977 in 
Bhubaneswar: 


So a systematic society means varnāšrama-dharma. But there is another way. 
That is another way, that is called transcendental society, or Vaisnava society. 
As it is stated in the Srimad-Bhagavata, 


kecit kevalaya bhaktya 
vasudeva-parayanah 
agham dhunvanti kartsnyena 
niharam iva bhaskarah 


[Srimad-bhagavatam 6.1.15] 


Simply by becoming devotees of Vasudeva, vasudeva-parayana, everything can 
be adjusted. When Rāmānanda Raya answered Caitanya Mahaprabhu about the 
systematic society of human being, Caitanya Mahaprabhu rejected. He said, eho 
bahya age kaha āra [Caitanya-caritāmrta. Madhya 8.59]. 


Thus, clearly, Srila Prabhupāda affirms the position of our previous ācāryas, that varņāšrama 
principles and practices are subordinate to the principles and practices of Krsna-bhakti. On a 
practical level, some devotees of Krsna, not yet being completely mature, may personally 
benefit from following some aspects of daivi-varnasrama. Others may follow to set an example, 
or follow incidentally as part of their service. And other devotees may be aloof from 
varnasrama considerations altogether. 


$rila Prabhupada's mission for varnasrama 


As ISKCON developed, Srila Prabhupāda increasingly talked about varņāšrama, and even wrote 
in his purport to $rimad-bhagavatam 5.19.19: “The Krsna consciousness movement, however, is 
being propagated all over the world to reestablish the varnasrama-dharma system and thus save 
human society from gliding down to hellish life." 


We should take care, while fulfilling Srila Prabhupada’s varnasrama desire, to ensure that our 
understanding is complete and accurate. For example, Satsvarüpa dāsa Goswami wrote in 
Prabhupāda Appreciation (Philadelphia, Gita-nagari Press, 1991) Ch. 17: “Misuse of Prabhupada’s 
Authority": 


154 


We often hear devotees guote Prabhupāda, saying that he had completed only 
fifty percent of his work, to defend development of varnasrama. But what is the 
origin of this statement? In Prabhupada-lilamrta we find it as follows: 


“We have all met together, Srila Prabhupada. We want you to remain and lead 
this movement and finish the $rimad-bhagavatam. We said that you must remain 
for at least another ten years. You have only done fifty percent of your work." 


Srila Prabhupāda was listening carefully without any movement, but when 
Brahmānanda said "fifty percent," he frowned and said, *No." (Srila Prabhupada- 
līlāmrta 54: At Home in Vrndāvana) 


Although Prabhupada is purported to have used this figure of fifty percent 
[also]? in London in 1977, it was originally spoken by Brahmananda and not 
approved by Prabhupada. 


While it is clear that Srila Prabhupada felt the development of daivi-varnasrama to be 
important, this development should support the other areas that $rila Prabhupada developed, 
not erode them. 


Summary and Conclusions of Part Four 


There is no harm—and often much benefit—from teaching and practicing the principles of 
varna and āšrama at the present time. An abundance of caution is in order when trying to 
practice details, however. ISKCON members need some intelligence and care to distinguish 
between šāstra, our ācāryas, and $rila Prabhupada giving descriptions of details in other times 
and places, in contrast with prescribing details for ourselves. A key guide is to observe how, 
specifically, $rila Prabhupāda applied varna and asrama principles in his mission and to 
understand his mood and intent in doing so. In regard to bhakti, $rila Prabhupada writes 
(Nectar of Devotion Ch. 6): “Srila Ripa Gosvami proposes to mention only basic principles, not 
details. For example, a basic principle is that one has to accept a spiritual master. Exactly how 
one follows the instructions of his spiritual master is considered a detail." 


Srila Prabhupāda had a standard dīksā “contract” with all disciples consisting of the adhikāra, 
or qualifications for receiving initiation, the vows a disciple would take, and the mantras he 
would give. Traditionally and at the present moment, however, we find much variance in these 
three within the broad Gaudīya sampradāya, and even between the practices of $rila 


? The original word was "again" but such is not consistent with chronology, as the conversation with 
Brahmānanda happened in October 1977, after the visit to London. 
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Bhaktivinoda Thākura and $rila Bhaktisiddhānta Sarasvati Thakura. The variance in the Šrī 
sampradāya has resulted in a major branch that denies anyone except for males in brahmana 
family lineages any Vedic mantra or the pranava. 


In ISKCON today there have been changes to Srila Prabhupada's diksa “contract.” The GBC have 
mandated changes to disciples’ adhikara, and both local temple presidents and individual 
ISKCON gurus also have general or mandated standards that differ from Srila Prabhupada’s. 
There has been addition of formal vows—both by GBC mandate and by individual gurus for 
their disciples in general. Some gurus do not mandate additional vows across the board but 
encourage individual disciples to add to their vows at the time of diksa. Individual gurus add or 
subtract mantras from what they give to second initiates, either for all disciples, or in giving 
different mantras to various disciples. Because devotees do not generally discuss what mantras 
they receive at second initiation, it is difficult to know how widespread this sort of practice is. 
It is important to note that deciding what can be changed and in what way may have serious 
consequences. Thus, such decisions involve deep humility and surrender as well as training in 
the principles and tools needed to distinguish principles from details. 


When we examine the relationship between varnasrama and bhakti, we find that while some 
activity in varnasrama is the same as activity in bhakti, overall varnasrama duties are not part of 
bhakti, as $rila Rüpa Gosvami explains in Bhakti-rasāmrta-sindhu 1.2.246. We can thus 
understand that the designations and activities of varnasrama may be adopted by the 
practitioner of bhakti yoga, but are not essential. If there is a conflict, the practices and 
principles of bhakti are higher. $rila Rüpa Gosvami explains (Bhakti-rasamrta-sindhu 1.2.63-64) 
that there is no sin if a practitioner of bhakti neglects an aspect of varnasrama. However, no one 
should neglect bhakti. Definitely nothing of bhakti should be abandoned in order to favor an 
aspect of varnásrama. Srila Prabhupada explicitly stated that establishing varņāšrama is part of 
his mission and desire, and such development should support the other areas $rila Prabhupada 
developed, not erode them. 


When we consider what are principles and what are details in varnasrama, what are principles 
and what are details in bhakti, and the relationship between varņāsrama and bhakti, we also 
need to consider who has the adhikara to decide these distinctions in ISKCON. As we can readily 
see from looking at the changes made in what was Srila Prabhupada's diksa “contract,” there 
are currently individual dīksā gurus, temple presidents, and the GBC body who are all making 
these decisions. 
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Part five: Conclusion and 
Recommendations 


Conclusions: Philosophical 


$rila Rüpa Gosvāmī and Šrīla Jīva Gosvami clearly state that bhakti "destroys" the material 
body. And the Lord Himself says, as stated in Caitanya-caritāmrta Antya 4.191-2: 


prabhu kahe,—“vaisnava-deha ‘prakrta’ kabhu naya 
'aprakrta' deha bhaktera ‘cid-ananda-maya’ 


Translation: Sri Caitanya Mahaprabhu said, “The body of a devotee is never material. It is 
considered to be transcendental, full of spiritual bliss. 


diksa-kale bhakta kare atma-samarpana 
sei-kale krsna tare kare atma-sama 


Translation: “At the time of initiation, when a devotee fully surrenders unto the service of the 
Lord, Krsna accepts him to be as good as Himself.” 


This was the theological reasoning for Srila Bhaktisiddhanta Sarasvati Thakura's decision to 
award the Vedic gayatri to his disciples, as Prof. Sanyal explained in The Harmonist. Srila 
Prabhupada reiterated that view, as we have seen in this paper. Although the specifics of the 
dīksā practice in the Gaudiya tradition may not be uniform, this conviction in the 
independence and the supremacy of bhakti is a principle that has always defined the followers 
of $ri Caitanya Mahaprabhu. 


Not all Vaisnava traditions teach this. But it is because of this teaching about the nature of 
bhakti that we have non-brahmana gurus in our tradition, such as Narottama dāsa Thākura, as 
well as female gurus, such as Hemalata Thakurani and Jahnavadevi in the seventeenth century; 
it was this principle that Srila Visvanatha Cakravarti Thakura made, as it were, the 
cornerstone of his entire teachings, and that his disciples defended in the debates at Jaipur in 
the early eighteenth century. 


Srila Bhaktisiddhanta Sarasvati Thakura famously fought for this, against what he called 
'apparent Vaisnavism' and the 'casteism' he saw encroaching on Gaudīya Vaisnavism. And it 
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was also this principle that $rila Prabhupāda himself had faith in when he travelled to the 
West and preached to, and indeed initiated, yavanas and mlecchas. 


To argue that, for whatever reason, a Vaisnava or a Vaisnavi is ineligible for the Vedic gayatri 
at least seems to undermine this fundamental theological principle of the independence and 
supremacy of bhakti. This is such an important topic in the writings of our ācāryas, that were it 
undermined we'd lose one of the most defining characteristics of our Gaudīya identity. 
Perhaps there is a way that the non-awarding of the Vedic gayatri to some disciples, based on a 
material designation, may be justified without denying this principle, but there is a huge 
burden of proof on anyone trying to make such a justification. 


Regarding varnasrama, Šrī Caitanya Mahaprabhu, all our previous ācāryas, and Srila 
Prabhupada himself, encouraged acceptance of principles. Overall varna principles include 
having a livelihood that is in accord with one's nature, giving in charity, offering one's work 
and the result of one's work to the Lord, having an honest livelihood, and so forth. Overall 
principles of aárama include having attachment and detachment appropriate to one's stage of 
life and having every life stage function as a shelter from illusion and a platform for devotional 
service. 


But following details of varnasrama—even if given in šāstra—may displease the Lord in 
particular times, places, and circumstances, as happened when Brahmananda Bharati wore a 
deerskin. (Caitanya-caritāmrta Madhya 10.154) Therefore, how Srila Prabhupada practically 
applied such details is our main guide, and adjustments continue in response to a changing 
environment. While principles of varnāšrama generally are supportive of pure bhakti, details 
may not be. 


Hermeneutic Character Qualities, Principles and Tools 
Underlying the Philosophical Conclusions 


In coming to this conclusion, we have used the following hermeneutical principles, from the 
Šāstric Advisory Council's research on hermeneutics. First, we understand our tradition 
through $rila Prabhupāda, accepting $rila Prabhupāda as the representative and conveyer of 
the essence of the tradition and paramparā, in the most appropriate way for our understanding 
and application. From this principle we see how $rila Prabhupāda's giving of the Brahma- 
gāyatrī to all second initiated disciples is a practical and emblematic application of the stance 
of Sri Caitanya Mahaprabhu and our prominent ācāryas on the position of Vaisnavas. To apply 
this principle involves having the devotional quality of fidelity to text and tradition, 
particularly loyalty and gratitude to gurus and tradition. With that disposition, we use the 
hermeneutical tools of referring to paramparā, and studying holistically and repeatedly. 
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Second, we understand $rila Prabhupada's statements by his application of them in relation to 
his mood and mission. From this hermeneutical principle we examine $rila Prabhupada's many 
statements on varnasrama, including statements about women, südras, or brahmanas who take 
employment. Prabhupada's consistent application and mood was to give first and second 
initiation to sincere candidates regardless of these varna and gender considerations. He had a 
mission to establish varnasrama, but always as subordinate to universal bhakti. To resolve 
apparent contradictions between $rila Prabhupada's statements and his application requires 
humility and a service mood, especially avoiding pointless debate or egotistically trying to win 
an argument, and reflection on personal motives. Without such qualities one could mistakenly 
superimpose one's own desires or viewpoints on $rila Prabhupada's statements or actions. 
With that humble disposition, we thus use the hermeneutical tool of considering how $rila 
Prabhupada applied his statements in his mission. 


Third, we keep firmly in mind that hierarchies are present within šāstra and between šāstras. 
Using this hermeneutical principle allows us to privilege sastras and $astric statements about 
the universal right of all living entities, particularly human beings, to take up the practices of 
bhakti yoga. While there are other šāstras and $astric statements about restrictions of spiritual 
practices based on birth, occupation, gender, and so forth, these sources are secondary and 
must be understood using yet another hermeneutical principle, namely, that consideration of 
context, including historical circumstance, is essential to gaining $astric insight. In this regard, 
we also employed the hermeneutical tool of knowing which text provides a higher level of 
authority for a particular question. 


Fourth, we reference the hermeneutical principle that insight emerges through apt dialogue, 
and through mediation, resolution, or reconciliation of paradox, apparent contradiction, and 
multiple views, particularly in the sections regarding principles and details. With this 
demarcation, seemingly tangled or contradictory statements become clear. In order to 
understand the different ways in which a Vaisnava can be called a brahmana, this principle is 
essential, and a section of this paper (at the end of Part Two) focuses on this reconciliation. 
This principle also works well with the principle already mentioned: the fact that 
consideration of context, including historical circumstance, is essential to gaining šāstric 
insight. Using these two hermeneutic foundations allows us to determine what is a varņāšrama 
principle and what is a varnasrama detail, what is a bhakti principle and what is a bhakti detail, 
as well as the relation between varnasrama and bhakti. In order to apply this principle, the 
hermeneutic qualities of respect, patience, and comfort with ambiguity, are essential. 


Fifth, the hermeneutical principle that education in šāstra, delivered by the self-realized 
teacher (guru), helps preserve disciplic succession, especially informed the sections of this 


paper that deal with $rila Prabhupada's $astric reasons for his actions and policies regarding 
dīksā in the areas of the qualification (adhikāra) of disciples, the vows he asked of them, and the 
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mantras he gave. $rila Prabhupada was emphatic that he based everything on šāstra. The 
qualities of fidelity to text and tradition, as well as humility and a service mood, are essential 
here, especially acceptance of sacred authority to understand how Srila Prabhupada never 
deviated from the intentions of the previous ācāryas. In this regard, the hermeneutic tools of 
considering pramanas and considering one's own cultural and individual perspectives, along 
with life experience, enable us to firmly follow šāstra as $rila Prabhupada taught and applied it 


Finally, the hermeneutical principle that the highest truth aims at the welfare of all guides us 
to the philosophical conclusions of this research. Like $rila Prabhupada did himself, we look at 
these questions using the hermeneutical tools of choosing the most merciful meaning, and 
that understanding of guru-sadhu-sastra is only possible with jive dayā. In order to apply those 
tools, the hermeneutic qualities of benevolence and generosity, of being kind and merciful, are 
essential. $rila Prabhupada wanted to make the Vedic mantras and Vedic scriptures available to 
any dedicated and sincere seeker of the Absolute Truth. He had disciples distribute the Šrī 
ISopanisad in the airports and on the streets of the world. He had everyone chant om namo 
bhagavate vāsudevāya before class without consideration of varna, gender, birth, or previous 
actions. Our mantras for tilaka and the pranama mantras he gave us contain om. We accept his 
policies and actions regarding dīksā as a principle for those of us in ISKCON because such 
policies and actions were part of a broad and deep ocean of mercy to everyone. He was 
merciful not just to a few Jagais and Madhais, or to one prostitute, or to one person born to 
non-Hindu parents, but to everyone. 


Conclusions: Institutional 


Specific considerations regarding the Brahma-gayatri 


There are several problems and potential problems with dīksā gurus in ISKCON separating 
giving of Brahma-gāyatrī from the rest of the mantras $rila Prabhupāda gave to all his disciples 
at second initiation. We should note that this separation can occur in at least two ways: 1) by 
giving only Brahma-gayatri as an upanayanam ceremony, either to persons without even first 
initiation or persons with only first initiation; and 2) by giving second initiation with all the 
mantras except Brahma-gayatri to persons not designated, for various reasons, as brahmanas. 
Let us examine each of these two scenarios more closely: 


First scenario: The problem with instituting upanayanam in ISKCON occurs when the person 
who receives Brahma-gāyatrī later takes second initiation from an ISKCON approved dīksā guru. 
As Bhaktivinoda Thakura writes: "Guru may be of two types: one who gives dīksā with mantra 
and one who gives spiritual instruction. They should be considered equal in importance by one 
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who wants to advance guickly. A person can accept only one dīksā guru, but may have many 
šiksā gurus. (Harināma cintāmaņi: Chapter 6 - Disregarding the Guru). Srila Prabhupada similarly 
writes in Krsna Book, chapter 80: "The spiritual master who instructs the disciple about 
spiritual matters is called the siksa-guru, and the spiritual master who initiates the disciple is 
called the dīksā-guru. Both of them are My representatives. There may be many spiritual 
masters who instruct, but the initiator spiritual master is one." 


Therefore, if the person who gave upanayanam is a Vaisnava, then it is not acceptable for the 
initiate to receive the same mantra again at the time of second initiation, or there will be a 
breach of etiquette, or even an offense, on the part of both dīksā guru and disciple. Those who 
give upanayanam are, by the $astric definition of the term, dīksā gurus. But in many cases they 
are not authorized ISKCON dīksā gurus, their relationship with the initiate is unclear, and the 
situation later at the time of second initiation is awkward for everyone involved. (We note that 
traditional brahmana families are likely to give their children upanayanam. Here we are 
referring to regular ceremonies of ISKCON leaders or in ISKCON-affiliated projects). 


Second scenario: The problems with removing Brahma-gāyatrī from the mantras given at 
second initiation—except for initiates that the guru deems as varņāšrama brahmanas—are 
many. Most obviously, the practice sends a philosophical message that the chanting of the 
Brahma-gāyatrī is subject to external qualifications rather than the qualifications that $rila 
Prabhupada established and frequently preached about. The practice also sends a message that 
the mantra itself does not transcend the material sphere. 


Moreover, Brahma-gayatri is not just part of varnasrama. Srila Prabhupada established it as one 
of the effective means of purifying a disciple's heart and achieving the highest goal. In the 
previous sections it was shown how Brahma-gayatri chanted with the proper mood formed 
through the medium of $rimad-bhagavatam, its commentary, can be understood as a part of 
spontaneous devotional service. While defining dīksā in his Bhakti-sandarbha, anuccheda 283, 
$rila Jīva Gosvāmī quotes this important verse to prove that the mantras given by the gurus are 
the medium of transferring transcendental knowledge: 


divyam jfíanam yato dadyat 

kuryat papasya sanksayam 
tasmad dikseti sa prokta 
desikais tattva-kovikaih 


Translation: Learned exponents of the Absolute Truth declare that the process by which the 
spiritual master imparts divya-jfiana to the disciple and eradicates all sins is known as diksa. 
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He then explains divya-jndna, or divine knowledge: 


divyam jfíanam hy atra šrīmati mantre bhagavat-svarüpa-jfíanam tena 
bhagavata sambandha-visesa-jfianam ca 


Divya-jfiana is transcendental knowledge of the Lord's form and one's specific 
relationship with the Lord contained within a mantra." 


This means at the time of initiation, the guru gives the disciple a mantra which, in 
course of time, reveals the particular form of the Lord Who is the object of one's 
worship and the bhakta's specific relationship with the Lord in one of the relationships 
of dāsya, sakhya, vātsalya or mādhurya. 


As an ācārya, $rila Prabhupāda considered it necessary to give Brahma-gāyatrī to his disciples 
from different varnas, both male and female; removing it from their practice may hamper or 
slow down their progress. 


By restricting Brahma-gāyatrī to very few, even among those who are second initiated, we 
would give those brahmanas that receive the Brahma-gayatri a social status above that of 
Vaisnavas in general. It was specifically to avoid such a situation that $rila Bhaktisiddhanta 
gave Brahma-gayatri widely. In time, if Brahma-gayatri is selectively given, there may be 
brahminical services (such as performing yajfias) open only to those who chant the Brahma- 
gāyatrī, even among second initiates. 


One of the greatest dangers is the possible further extrapolation. We may note that the $astric 
justification for giving the Brahma-gayatri only to a certain subset of those otherwise qualified 
for second initiation applies to any chanting of the pranava-mantra (om), or, indeed, any Vedic 
mantra. If we follow the $astric statements that men who get paid salaries, or do manual labor 
for a livelihood, or women in general, (what to speak of those who could be considered 
mlecchas and yavanas), may not receive or chant Brahma-gāyatrī, then those same šāstric 
statements prohibit those same categories of people from chanting om namo bhagavate 
vasudevaya. Nor can they chant nama om visņu-pādāya krsna-presthaya bhū-tale, srimate 
bhaktivedānta-svāmin iti nāmine. They could not, therefore, chant any verse in the $rimad- 
bhāgavatam or Bhagavad-gītā that contains the pranava, nor any mantra of the Šrī Iopanisad. It is 
even possible to say that the Hare Krsna mantra, found in the Upanisads, is Vedic, and therefore 
among the list of restricted mantras. Lest one imagine such a scenario to be exaggerated or 
alarmist, it is well to keep in mind that a major branch of the $ri Vaisnava sampradaya, the 
Vadakalai, has such restrictive practices. 
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Diksā—the adhikāra of the disciple, the vows, and the 
mantras 


Srila Prabhupāda wanted the GBC to annually discuss “unity in diversity” and, throughout 
ISKCON’s history there has been a multiplicity of moods and emphases in various centers and 
from different leaders. The question before the GBC is what extent of diversity among official 
centers and leaders is desirable or at least acceptable, and what areas of unity are essential. 
While this paper is limited to the scope of the chanting of the Brahma-gāyatrī mantra, some of 
the points here have further-reaching implications. 


Regarding specifically the chanting of the Brahma-gayatri, or more broadly what mantras each 
initiate receives and what vows each initiate makes, we need to consider the relationship 
between the Gaudiya sampradaya as a whole and the institution of ISKCON. As we have 
demonstrated in this paper, currently there is variance within the Gaudiya sampradaya as to 
what mantras are given at dīksā and what vows initiates make, and lesser variance in adhikāra. 
So, in terms of the sampradaya as a whole, such things are in the realm of detail, not principle. 
However, it is a principle to follow the instructions of the spiritual master. If the specific 
exchange Srila Prabhupāda established at initiations is taken as his instruction for his whole 
ISKCON, then any change to that exchange, that “contract,” so to speak, between guru and 
disciple, would be changing a principle. ISKCON leadership has been strongly moving in the 
direction of unity under Srila Prabhupāda as the pre-eminent šiksā-guru for all of ISKCON. In 
terms of Srila Prabhupāda as šiksā guru, it is hard to think of any practice more fundamental 
from the position of the disciple than the vows of sixteen rounds of the Hare Krsna mantra 
daily, no intoxication, no meat, fish, or eggs, no gambling, and no illicit sex. Those vows are 
listed throughout Srila Prabhupāda's books, lectures, conversations, and letters. And it is hard 
to think of any practice more fundamental for the position of the dīksā guru than the giving of 
the Hare Krsna mahamantra and a new name at first initiation, and the giving of seven specific 
gayatri mantras at second initiation. It is also hard to think of anything more fundamental than 
Srila Prabhupada’s view of adhikara that is independent of a person’s nationality, race, 
occupation, gender, and other bodily features. Srila Prabhupāda's adhikara for disciples was 
their sincerity, eagerness, and demonstrated following of his basic program of four regulative 
principles and a minimum of sixteen rounds. 


We should note that changes in adhikara, vows, and mantras have already occurred in ISKCON, 
in some cases as a GBC resolution, and in some cases as the policies of individual dīksā gurus or 
temple presidents. Continuing to move in that direction, by accepting that individual diksa 
gurus and disciples—or the GBC as a whole—can make such changes, means that ISKCON is, or 
will become, a loose umbrella organization encompassing many branches and sub-branches of 


Srila Prabhupada’s branch of the Sarasvata branch of the Gaudiya sampradaya. Such could be 
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justified as philosophically and traditionally acceptable. But it is unlikely to be the vision and 
desire of $rila Prabhupāda regarding his institution. 


From every perspective—sastra, tradition, Srila Prabhupāda's expressed desire, and even 
empirical studies of the sociology of religion—it is wise to have diversity under the overall 
umbrella of ISKCON and the authority of the GBC. Diversity acts like the indentations 
intentionally placed in a long concrete driveway—they allow the concrete some movement 
and prevent irregular cracks and damage. At the same time, all those perspectives—sastra, 
tradition, $rila Prabhupada's expressed desire, and even empirical studies of the sociology of 
religion—show that if core teaching or practices change, the very identity of a religious group 
is compromised. It is therefore essential for ISKCON's leadership to identify core philosophical 
tenets and core spiritual practices for ISKCON. It is also essential for ISKCON's leadership to 
acknowledge that some tenets and practices that are core for ISKCON may not be so for the 
Gaudīya sampradāya as a whole. 


The question is not only a matter of practice, but also of philosophical orientation. There are, 
indeed, bona-fide šāstric statements limiting the chanting of the pranava (om) to brahmanas 
according to criteria such as birth, samskaras, qualities, occupation, and gender. There are also 
bona-fide šāstric statements giving all human beings access to the Vedas and Vedic mantras if 
they have eagerness, cleanliness, honesty, and are deemed fit by their spiritual master. $rila 
Prabhupada consistently and frequently—in his books, lectures, conversations and letters— 
quoted the latter as the authorization for his practices and denied that the former were 
applicable. Indeed, he often said that the former were for those in mundane consciousness. If 
parts of ISKCON or particular dīksā gurus instead privilege the former group of quotes, they 
depart not only from $rila Prabhupada as pre-eminent šiksā-guru of ISKCON. They also depart 
from the Gaudiya sampradāya as a whole. It was Šrī Caitanya Mahaprabhu Himself who 
emphasized the universality of bhakti practices and dismissed as "external" the details—and we 
could say even the principles—of varnasrama. 


Four Options for adhikara, vows, and mantras for dīksā in 
ISKCON 


We have provided four options for the institution of dīksā in ISKCON, analyzed in terms of 
three key components: 1) adhikara of the disciple, 2) lifetime vows the disciple takes as part of 
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initiation, and 3) mantras the guru gives. These options are listed in order from the most 
desirable to the least desirable.” 


Option #1: 


Accept $rila Prabhupāda's system for initiations—adhikāra of a disciple, vows taken at 
initiation, and the mantras given—as a principle for any and all diksa gurus in ISKCON, and for 
ISKCON as a whole. No one can add, adjust, or subtract anything from $rila Prabhupāda's 
system in these three areas as a general rule. There can be general recommendations—even 
strong recommendations, but not rules—for additional adhikāra such as šāstra degrees, as long 
as such recommendations are firmly supported with $rila Prabhupāda's instructions directly 
related to initiation. Individual gurus may adjust the adhikāra for individual disciples (but not 
as a general rule) in terms of requiring more time, or particular services, particular šāstric 
study, mentors, and so forth, to facilitate the cultivation of bhakti or practical service. 
However, there can be no individual adjustment of adhikāra on the basis of nationality, race, 
gender, occupation (except for those occupations directly supporting the four sinful activities), 
or related considerations. Gurus may give instructions to some or all disciples in addition to 
the vows of dīksā, such as asking disciples to regularly read $rila Prabhupāda's books for a 
certain amount of time, but such instructions should be separate from the dīksā vows. 
Individual disciples may take vows in addition to dīksā vows on a short or long term basis in 
consultation with their guru, but not as part of dīksā. 


Pros: The meaning of "ISKCON dīksā guru” and "initiated ISKCON member” is clear and 
unambiguous. Dīksā in ISKCON is in accord with $rila Prabhupada's unequivocal and often 
repeated instructions in his books, lectures, conversations, and letters. The unity in ISKCON is 
strongly rooted in $rila Prabhupāda's core practices. There is a clear line between principle 
and detail. There is a clear identity of ISKCON as a distinct branch of the Gaudīya sampradāya. 


Cons: Individuality in guru-disciple relationships will need to be established in areas other 
than dīksā, while dīksā is easier to monitor and "control." Dīksā norms of adhikāra, vows, and 
mantras will not be responsive to changes in time, place, and circumstance. 


? In the appendix we discuss three processes of organizations managing diversity and change: enclaving, cloning, 
and uprooting. In regards to the dīksā "contract" Option 1 involves none of them, although those who disagree 
may end up uprooting to form new organizations. Options 2 and 3 involve institutionally led enclaving. Option 4 
(ISKCON's current direction) involves institutionally led cloning or possibly uprooting. 
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Option #2: 


Individual gurus may formally appeal to the GBC for permission to add vows to dīksā as a 
general rule for all their disciples, such as loyalty to ISKCON, more japa on Ekadasi, and so forth. 
But neither individual gurus nor ISKCON as a whole can change adhikāra or mantras, except for 
individual adjustment of adhikāra as described in option #1. 


Pros: Change is regulated and will have to be carefully considered. Serious deviations might be 
avoided. The two main demarcations of a branch of a sampradāya in regard to diksa—adhikara 
and mantra—are preserved. 


Cons: As of this writing, it is well-known that many initiated devotees find it difficult to stick 
lifelong to the five vows $rila Prabhupada had at every initiation. Adding more vows as a 
general practice may put an unnecessary burden on disciples and cause many disciples to 
commit the offense of disobeying their guru. There is no precedent in our sampradaya for 
having many lifetime vows as part of dīksā, and we would thus be differing from both $rila 
Prabhupada and the sampradāya as a whole. Having various public lifetime vows as part of dīksā 
could also set up a kind of competitive spirit where disciples try to choose gurus based on the 
number and strictness of vows. 


Option #3: 


In addition to individual adjustments in adhikāra and personal vows as described in option 1, 
individual gurus may formally appeal to the GBC for permission to make additions, 
subtractions, and changes in adhikāra or vows or mantras as a general rule for all their disciples. 
The GBC may also choose to make such changes for ISKCON as a whole. The latter is already 
occurring in the area of adhikara and vows. Such decisions should be made on the basis of the 
Vaisnava exegesis^ and considering the points made in the section of this paper about who has 
the adhikāra to make changes in ISKCON. 


Pros: Change is regulated and will have to be carefully considered. Serious deviations might be 
avoided. Change according to time, place, and circumstances necessary to the proper 
functioning of the society can occur with due consideration. 


Cons: Serious deviations from $rila Prabhupada's mood and mission may become standard in 
parts of ISKCON. Disciples of those gurus may not make as much progress as they would have 
by following $rila Prabhupada's program. Factions and criticism may increase over who has 


“Exegesis is an analytical explanation of scripture. 
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the better or purer or more Vedic standard, or the standard that is more effective for 
preaching. ISKCON may cease to be a unified branch of the sampradāya (each sampradāya 
branch shares the same understanding of adhikāra and mantra for dīksā in their branch. Vows 
are not taken at dīksā, generally, and are very individual within each branch). 


Option +4: 


Individual gurus may decide on their own, without asking or informing the GBC, to make 
additions, subtractions, and changes in adhikāra or vows or mantras as a general rule for all 
their disciples. The GBC may also choose to make such changes for ISKCON as a whole. Both of 
these situations are happening at the time of this writing. (Note that as of this writing 
individual temple presidents also decide on changes to adhikara.) 


Pros: Full diversity is part of ISKCON. Disciples would have deeply different choices among 
dīksā gurus all of whom claim an affiliation with ISKCON. 


Cons: It would become increasingly challenging to define ISKCON or an ISKCON guru, which 
may pose some legal issues. The basis for unity in ISKCON would be difficult to define, 
understand, or legislate. From the point of view of tradition, many distinct branches of the 
sampradāya would have some sort of affiliation with the organization "ISKCON,” but ISKCON 
itself would not be a branch of the sampradaya. 


Recommendations for ISKCON leadership 


ISKCON leaders would do well to encourage diversity and innovation among official ISKCON 
projects, centers, and leaders in details—such as how congregations serve members, how 
resources are secured from members, educational programs, methods to recruit new members, 
new services, leadership training, implementation of various social structures related to 
varnasrama, and alternative organizational structures—while identifying and preserving the 
core philosophy and core practices of bhakti. In addition, various ISKCON leaders or groups will 
emphasize different aspects of $rila Prabhupāda's seven purposes of his society and various 
angas of bhakti. At the same time, all parts of ISKCON, as a branch of the Gaudiya sampradaya 
and as rūpānugas, follow Srila Rūpa Gosvami's definition of pure bhakti and therefore do not 
cover bhakti with karma, jfiana, yoga, or varņāsrama.* The principles of varņāsrama may be 
adopted in any official ISKCON project and by ISKCON leaders. At the same time, the details of 


^5 anyābhilāsitā-sūnyam jhana-karmady-anavrtam anukülyena krsnānušīlanari bhaktir uttamā (Bhakti-rasamrta-sindhu 
14.11) 
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varņāšrama should not change the core initiation process Srila Prabhupada practiced, and they 
should be applied according to time, place, and circumstance with great care and discretion. 


Those who wish to change core teachings or core practices of ISKCON for official ISKCON 
centers and projects, or for their dīksā disciples, may still have an honored place in the Gaudīya 
sampradāya as a whole while not specifically operating under the leadership of the GBC and the 
umbrella of ISKCON. As we have seen historically, various non-ISKCON groups in the Gaudiya 
sampradāya, whether they originated outside of ISKCON or split from ISKCON, or a combination 
of the two, have provided shelter for those who disagree with ISKCON's core and have also 
indirectly given impetus to ISKCON itself to get closer to $rila Prabhupada. 


We recommend that $rila Prabhupada's practice of initiation be a core ISKCON practice for all 
ISKCON dīksā gurus, and all official ISKCON projects and centers, namely: 


1. Initiates making vows to chant a minimum of sixteen rounds daily of the mantra Hare 
Krsna, Hare Krsna, Krsna Krsņa, Hare Hare/ Hare Rama, Hare Rama, Rama Rāma, Hare 
Hare, as well as giving up intoxication, illicit sex, gambling and the eating of meat, fish, 
and eggs. 

2. Gurus giving the specific seven mantras that $rila Prabhupada gave, to all initiates at 
what we call brahminical initiation or second initiation, and directing them to chant 
them three times a day at morning, midday, and evening. 

3. Gurus requiring the adhikāra, qualification for initiation, of approximately a year of 
sincere and serious following of $rila Prabhupāda's basic program of devotional service, 
making no distinction of birth, nationality, race or ethnicity, previous sarhskāra, marital 
status, gender, or classifications within the varnas (such as occupational livelihood) as 
to who would be eligible to take those vows and receive those mantras in full. 


To preserve the principle of $rila Prabhupada's core practice of what a disciple vows to a dīksā 
guru and what a dīksā guru awards a disciple, neither the GBC nor any ISKCON dīksā guru 
should add to, subtract from, or change these exchanges for any group of disciples or in 
general. Any such absolute mandates now operative as ISKCON resolutions should be rescinded 
or changed to recommendations. 


Separate from the process of dīksā itself, gurus may instruct their disciples in the practices of 
bhakti beyond the basic vows and mantras. Individual dīksā gurus may adjust the adhikara for 
dīksā for individual prospective disciples as the guru feels is in the individual disciple's best 
interest. Such adjustment could be made to facilitate the disciple's practice of bhakti, by 
adjusting waiting time before dīksā, services, study, and so forth, but the guru may not change 
adhikāra in areas such as birth, nationality, qualities and work in terms of one's means of 
livelihood, gender, race, etc. Rare individual exceptions in vows may be made, at the discretion 
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ofthe dīksā guru, for persons with disabilities or in an emergency. Individual disciples may, 
with their guru's permission, take additional vows or chant additional mantras on a short- or 
long-term basis, but not as part of the reguirements for dīksā. 


All the seven mantras $rila Prabhupada gave to all initiates at second, brahminical, initiation 
are understood as dīksā mantras, and whoever gives any of those mantras is the initiate's dīksā 
guru. As Srila Prabhupāda never instituted the separate giving of the Brahma-gāyatrīin an 
upanayanam ceremony, ISKCON members should stick to the principle of following $rila 
Prabhupada's example of how he gave this mantra. Rather than a separate giving of the 
Brahma-gayatri, qualified devotees of at least ten or twelve years of age may receive regular 
initiation as practiced by $rila Prabhupāda. 


It is important to teach—without speculation—the history of the gāyatrī initiations that $rila 
Prabhupada performed. For example, based on thorough interviews of those who were there, 
and reviews of historical documents and audio, there is no account that women pressured or 
discussed or even asked $rila Prabhupada's to give them second initiation before he did so in 
Boston, 1968. When $rila Prabhupāda discussed his explanations for giving gāyatrī initiation to 
women, or to men who worked for salaries, or in other than brahminical occupations, he gave 
reasons according to šāstra and never said that he was making a temporary circumstantial 
adjustment, or one that should be adjusted later.“ 


It is also important to have firm pramanas for statements about the effects of chanting the 
Brahma-gayatri and about the qualifications of those who can receive this mantra from a 
spiritual master. There are several unsubstantiated claims on these topics—some in printed 
books by ISKCON leaders. $rila Prabhupada was careful to base his actions on šāstra, and his 
followers do well to follow in his footsteps. Such is especially important regarding a mantra 
Srila Prabhupāda gave at diksa. 


It is of note that some of what prompted this research was individual ISKCON diksa-gurus 
making changes to Srila Prabhupāda's diksa "contract" with the aim of moving towards 
varņāšrama. Some ISKCON leaders express, publicly, frustration that the general ISKCON 
society seems to do little or nothing about varnasrama, and they thus make their own 
"experiment." In response, global leadership can take effective and meaningful steps towards 
integration of varnasrama principles into ISKCON projects. Even small steps regarding 
principles—such as prioritizing devotees' individual propensities when engaging them in 
service—can significantly facilitate the satisfaction and enthusiasm of ISKCON members. We 
can thus work together to fulfill this desire of $rila Prabhupada. Such steps will also reduce the 


^6 The burden of proof is on those who make the claim that a consistent and oft-repeated practice was an 
exception. 
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tendency of those understandably eager for varnasrama to introduce various details that may 
not be suitable for the present time, place, and circumstance, or may adversely affect ISKCON's 
cohesion. 


Diversity must flourish in a personalistic society. Details must change as society changes and 
we adopt principles of varņāšrama. While doing that, keeping $rila Prabhupada at the center by 
preserving his dīksā program unifies ISKCON as a branch of Sri Caitanya Mahaprabhu’s tree of 
devotional service. That unity provides the consistent center among our many varieties of 
loving devotional service to Sri Krsna. 


OM TAT SAT 


Appendix: Sociology of Religion: Relevant 
Empirical Research 


As the core of the question in this paper is the consideration of the relationship between 
principles and details, we will find it helpful to consider how religious groups in general deal 
with this relationship. We reference two of the leading world experts in sociology of religion, 
and one of the top leaders in management and organizational structure and culture. 


We look first at the research of Roger Finke, a Professor of Sociology and Religious Studies at 
the Pennsylvania State University, who is noteworthy not only for playing a major role in 
recent transformations of both theory and research methods in his field, but also for leading a 
large number of other scholars to create the Association of Religion Data Archives, which since 
1996 has operated a major digital library of questionnaire data and teaching resources. 


Finke writes (Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion 43:1 (2004) 19-34 “Innovation and 
Tradition”): 


Religious groups sustain organizational vitality by preserving core religious 
teachings as they introduce innovations for serving members and adapting to 
their changing environment. 


... The core teachings are the beliefs and practices considered essential for full 
membership in a religious movement ... distinctive beliefs (e.g., new prophesies, 
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spiritual gifts, worldview) and distinctive practices (e.g., special diets, reguired 
prayers, moral codes), these core teachings help form the unigue identity of the 
group. 


Finke's research shows that the vitality of a religious organization depends on preserving core 


teaching and practice, while innovating in the following ways: 


how congregations serve members 

how resources are secured from members 
changes in educational programs 

forms of worship 

methods to recruit new members 

new services 

leadership training 

alternative organizational structures 


He lists three sources for such innovations: 


Independent congregations. 

Abundance of organizations and loosely organized movements that share core 
teachings. 

Selected internal groups within the larger organization that support core teachings 
while being given freedom to innovate. 


We now look at relevant sections from the research of Rodney Stark, an American sociologist 
of religion. After teaching at the University of Washington for 32 years, Stark moved to Baylor 
University in 2004, where he is co-director of the Institute for Studies of Religion. He writes 
(Chapter Sixteen: "Why Religious Movements Succeed or Fail: A Revised General Model", in 
Cults and New Religious Movements, edited by Lorne Dawson, Blackwell Publishing, 2003): 


Religious movements will continue to grow only to the extent that they 
maintain sufficient tension with their environment — remain sufficiently strict. 
Speaking precisely to this proposition, the leader of a rapidly growing 
evangelical Protestant group noted that it was not only necessary to keep the 
front door of the church open, but that it was necessary to keep the back door 
open, too. That is, growth not only depends upon bringing people in, but in 
letting go of those who don't fit in. The alternative is to modify the movement 
in an effort to satisfy those who are discontented, which invariably means to 
reduce strictness. 
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As Srila Prabhupāda himself says (Lecture on Srimad-bhagavatam 1.2.10 in Delhi on November 
16, 1973): 


I have to arrange according to the country, according to the circumstances, as 
far as possible. ... So we have to adopt desa-kdla-patra ... But we are keeping our 
principles as it is, but making arrangement according to the circumstances. 
That is required. 


And, as Srila Prabhupada wrote on the Vyasa Pūjā of His Divine Grace Prabhupada Srila 
Bhaktisiddhanta Saraswati in February 1936: 


The line of service 

As drawn by you, 
Is pleasing and healthy 

Like morning dew. 
The oldest of all 

But in new dress 
Miracle done 


Your Divine Grace. 


What ways do other highly successful (in terms of number of members and years of existence) 
religious organizations have for handling diversity while preserving core teachings? We now 
turn to Henry Mintzberg, Cleghorn Professor of Management Studies in the Desautels Faculty 
of Management at McGill University in Montreal. His research has dealt with issues of general 
management and organizations, focusing on the nature of managerial work, forms of 
organizing, and the strategy formation process. He has also been promoting the development 
of a family of programs for practicing managers in the private and health sectors. He earned 
both his MS and his PhD in Management from MIT's Sloan School of Management. 


He details three methods (with Frances Westley, "Cycles of Organizational Change" in Strategic 
Management Journal, Vol 13, Special Issue: "Fundamental Themes in Strategy Process Research", 
Winter, 1992, pp.39-59). 


The first is "enclaving," as done by the Roman Catholics, with orders such as the Humiliati, 
Franciscans, and Dominicans. The organization tolerates and enclaves change, which diffuses 
at controlled intervals throughout the rest of the organization. Enclaving requires "constant 
vigilance and receptivity on the part of top management," otherwise eventually schisms can 
occur. Enclaving requires constantly managing a unity in diversity balance, keeping up a 
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rhythm of stability and change. Of the three approaches, enclaving leads to the largest parent 
group. 


The second is "cloning," as done by various Protestant churches. With cloning, there are many 
national churches, smaller sects, and denominations, where baptism in one church gives one 
membership in all, but the only connection between churches is that of doctrine. This process 
is reminiscent of $rila Prabhupada's letter to Rāyarāma (unknown place, unknown date): 


With reference to the boys holding kirtanas independently, our propaganda should be 
like that. That people may open different centers of their own, or each and every 
householder may have his own class at home. Not that everyone is required to join the 
society; they may take the idea from the society and introduce in their private life. And 
if possible, let us sell to them the paraphernalia of kirtana: karatālas, mrdanga, Deities, 
etc. 


It's worth noting that $rila Prabhupada makes a distinction between this cloning process and 
"joining the society." Cloning facilitates friendliness and interchange among sister 
organizations, though there may gradually come a point where a particular cloned 
organization becomes "other." Cloning leads to a balance of unity and diversity within groups 
and between groups. This system requires little organizational oversight in terms of 
management but does depend on a high quality of communication and presentation to reap 
the benefits while avoiding friction and confusion. 


The third is "uprooting," as done in Buddhism, where mature students wander alone to create 
new groups. This system gives members considerable autonomy, prevents hierarchies, and 
requires very high member commitment, a high tolerance for ambiguity, and members who 
"accept their leader's direction for the overall pattern of their lives." With this expectation, 
the process of change is less traumatic. Clear and firm boundaries can facilitate amicable 
relationships among distinct Vaisnava organizations. There may be strong cohesion within 
each small organization, while the coupling among different units may be nearly nonexistent. 
The "uprooting" approach leads to the greatest diversity among organizations, and the 
greatest unity within each, much smaller, organization. 


Mintzberg notes that these processes are not mutually exclusive, and some combination may 
occur within a religion or business over the course of history. 
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